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PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 – THE ROLE OF THE PANAMA CANAL GOVERNMENT 

 

For more on Panama on the eve of the war, see: 

https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39264  

 

While the US Army (including its Air Corps and later Air Force) had primary responsibility for 

the defence of the Canal Zone, and the US Navy would also have a sizeable presence, there 

is also the role played by the Canal Zone Government and its agencies to consider. There 

follows what I hope provides something of an overview of the work of the government of 

the Canal Zone. 

 

When war broke out in Europe in 1939, an Executive Order placed the Commanding General 

of the Panama Canal Department, the Army command in the Canal Zone, in charge of all 

civilian and military activities in the Canal Zone, including the Canal.  However, in operations 

of the Canal and the functions of the Canal Zone Government, the General continued to act 

through the Governor. 

 

By World War 2, it had become customary to refer to the collection of authorities governing 

and administering the Canal and the Canal Zone as simply “The Panama Canal”.  This was 

not prescribed as such in any treaty or law, but rather on usage and terminology employed 

in official documents.  For example, treaties and Acts of Congress referred to “operation and 

control of the Panama Canal” and to “the government of the Canal Zone”. 

 

The “capital” of the Canal Zone was at Balboa1, where there was (and is) a port at the Pacific 

end of the Canal complex.  It was here that the Canal Administration Building, built on an 

artificial mound made to be the same height to which the Canal lifted transiting vessels, 

would be found, close to the Army headquarters, Panama City and Albrook Field airport. 

 
1  Balboa was founded by the US during construction of the Canal on land cleared, drained, filled and levelled 
by the US Army Corps of Engineers, in the hilly area north of Panama City at the Pacific end of the Canal.  Like 
most towns in the Canal Zone, it was served by Canal Zone Government–operated schools, post offices, police 
and fire stations, commissaries, cafeteria, movie theatres, service centres, bowling alleys, and other 
recreational facilities and company stores, as well as several schools.  It now has a substantial port, with 
container facilities (by 2012 the busiest container port in Latin America), Panamax-size dry dock and 
connections with the Panama Canal Railway.  

https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39264
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The Canal Zone consisted of the Canal itself and an area generally extending five miles 

(eight km) on each side of its centreline, but excluding the Panama City (on the Pacific coast) 

and the city of Colon (more properly “Colón”) on the Caribbean coast2 - that would have 

otherwise fallen partly within the footprint3.  The territory included the territorial waters 

out to the three-mile (4.8 km) limit at either end of the Canal.  When reservoirs were 

created to assure a steady supply of water for the Canal locks, those lakes were also 

included within the Canal Zone4.   

 

As of 30 June 1944, the total area of the Canal Zone comprised 362.01 square miles (937.6 

square km).  Military reservations comprised 87.23 square miles (225.9 square km), and 

naval reservations 12.02 square miles (31.1 square km) – a total of 99.25 square miles (257 

square km).  At that time, the Canal Zone townships and associated areas in active use 

comprised 15.69 square miles (40.6 square km).  What were termed “Miscellaneous 

assigned land areas” made up 54.14 square miles (140.2 square km)5.  Remaining “usable 

land” was 177.77 square miles (460.2 square km) and “swamps” 15.16 square miles (39.2 

square km).6 

 

US citizens living within the Canal Zone were known as “Zonian”7 or, in Spanish, zoneíta 

or zoniano, (or Zoneítas in the plural) and only those connected with the administration, 

operation, maintenance, or the defence of the Canal (and their dependants) were allowed 

to live within the Canal Zone8.9  

 
2  However, as we shall see, the Canal Government had responsibility for many of the public services for the 
two cities, including water supplies and sanitation. 
3  The Panama Canal Zone was designated by an Act of Congress in 1914 as a strip of land “and land under 
water” five miles wide on either side of the Canal: 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
4  See also the post on Panama on the eve of World War 2: https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39264  
5  Comprising Barro Colorado Island (5.71 square miles), forest preserve (5.47 square miles), cattle pastures 
(41.8 square miles), commercial leases (0.44 square miles) and the Third Locks Project (0.72 square miles). 
6  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US Government 
Printing Office, Washington, 1946). 
7  The Panama Canal Society holds a reunion for Zonians each year in the US, usually in Florida. 
8  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
9  An interesting article on Zonians, including a quote by an author of a book on Zonian life that when his father 
travelled through the zone during World War 2, he compared it to "a small southern town transplanted into 
the middle of Central America": https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39264
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016
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Housing was provided for all persons employed by the US Government (with floor space 

based on the person’s ranking in the hierarchy – establishing a sort of caste system (which, 

of course linked to the Gold Roll and Silver Roll employment system10), and private 

ownership of land within the Canal Zone was prohibited11.   

 

Everyone worked for the Canal company or the US Government in one form or another. 

Residents did not own their homes.  They rented houses assigned primarily based on 

seniority in the zone.  When an employee moved away, the house would be listed and other 

employees could apply for it.  The utility companies were also managed by the company. 

There were no independent stores, and goods were brought in and sold at stores run by the 

company. 

 

In the Canal Zone, the pre-existing civil law, developed through Spanish, Colombian and 

Panamanian involvement, had been replaced from 1904 by a common law system.  The 

common law area of the Canal Zone, had courts that applied US Federal law, as dictated in 

the Panama Canal Title of the US Code and Executive Orders, until their abrogation by new 

treaties in 1979.12 

 

In 1934, the Canal Zone Code13 had been enacted by the US Congress.  This consolidated or 

replaced all the previous laws that had applied in the Canal Zone, except those general laws 

of the US which related to, or applied in, the Canal Zone.  The new Code was derived from 

provisions found in Acts of Congress, in certain Acts and Ordinances of the original US 

Isthmian Canal Commission (which had been ratified and confirmed as being valid and 

binding by Congress in the Panama Canal Act 1912) and, in respect of a limited number of 

sections, Presidential Executive Orders (which had also been ratified and confirmed by 

Congress).  The provisions involved were largely unchanged from their original form, only in 

 
10  See https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/42142  
11  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
12  https://www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/Panama1.html  
13  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-c71e6edf8aa4a19cd93a379d8cf9d972/pdf/GOVPUB-
W79-c71e6edf8aa4a19cd93a379d8cf9d972.pdf 

https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/42142
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
https://www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/Panama1.html
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-c71e6edf8aa4a19cd93a379d8cf9d972/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-c71e6edf8aa4a19cd93a379d8cf9d972.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-c71e6edf8aa4a19cd93a379d8cf9d972/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-c71e6edf8aa4a19cd93a379d8cf9d972.pdf
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29 sections were changes made, being necessary in the interests of uniformity and 

effectiveness. 

 

The Panama Canal Act14 provided that the Canal Zone Government was to be an 

independent agency of the US established by Congress and administered under the 

supervision of the US President by a designated Governor.  This official would have formal 

control and jurisdiction over the Canal Zone and operate it as a civil state.  Congress further 

enacted a statutory Bill of Rights for the Canal Zone, as it also did in its insular possessions15.  

 

The Act provided that "the President of the United States (through the Governor of the Zone), 

shall be authorized to determine or have determined which peoples shall exist in the Canal 

Zone, and to subdivide – and from time to time re-subdivide – said Canal Zone into 

subdivisions, which shall be designated by name or number, so that there is a village in each 

subdivision and the boundaries of each subdivision shall be clearly defined".  There were two 

political-administrative entities, the district of Cristóbal and the district of Balboa.  The 

boundary of both entities was on the southern shore of Gatun Lake, while the other boundary 

for the Balboa district would be Panama City and the Pacific Sea, and for the Cristobal district, 

the Caribbean Sea.16 

 

The Act also provided that the Governor had “official control and jurisdiction over the Canal 

Zone” and should “perform all duties in connection with the civil government of the Canal 

Zone which is to be held, treated and governed as an adjunct of the Panama Canal”.  The 

Governor’s powers were extensive, only being superseded only in time of national 

emergency – in 1917 and 1939, when the Canal was placed under the direction of the 

Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department.  The Governor was chief executive 

of the Canal Zone, supervised all departments and divisions, and was president of the 

 
14  The Panama Canal Act of 24 August 1912, (incorporated into the Canal Zone Code, with effect from 19 June 
1934).  It also abolished the Isthmian Canal Commission - established in 1904 to "make all the rules and 
regulations necessary for the government of the Zone and for the proper administration of the military, civil, and 
judicial affairs of its possessions", to make way for an organisation that would include in its structure the Panama 
Canal Company and the Panama Railroad Company. 
15  https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf  
16  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/210306/historia-organizacion-politico-administrativa-zona On 1 
January 1950, Executive Order 1001 provided that government functions previously performed by the Canal 
authorities were transferred to the new agency designated as the Canal Zone Government. 

https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/210306/historia-organizacion-politico-administrativa-zona
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Panama Railroad Company17.  Not the least of the Governor’s roles is to conduct relations 

with the Panamanian Government. – which might be through the State Department, the 

War Department, or through the US Ambassador in Panama.18 

 

An Executive Order in 193719 repealed and replaced previous legislation and designated two 

divisions of the US Federal District Court to be known, respectively, as the Balboa Division 

and the Cristobal Division.20 

 

The Canal Zone was not subject to martial law as such during World War 2.  However, from 

a headquarters at Quarry Heights, a Military Police unit based at Fort Clayton, close to the 

Miraflores Locks, policed the Canal Zone, while another unit with a headquarters at Quarry 

Heights carried out patrols in the Republic of Panama, working alongside the Policia 

Nacional. 

 

The Canal Zone had its own postal system, and the US Post Office was not responsible for it.   

In the towns where there were railroad stations, the station agents of the Panama Railroad 

functioned as postmasters. The Canal Zone Post Office issued its first postage stamps from 

1904 (being Panamanian or, sometimes, US stamps overprinted with “Canal Zone”).  

Although, the Canal Zone began producing its own stamps from 1928, the last of 

Panamanian overprints were issued in 1939.  There were no mail deliveries in the Canal 

Zone, one collected your mail from the post office. 

 

During World War 2, an influx of US military personnel brought with it an Army Post Office 

(APO) system21, often co-located in Canal Zone Post Offices.  Mail was also delivered by the 

 
17  To achieve consistency of policy and efficiency, the Governor is also President of the Panama Railroad 
Company. 
18  http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicoview.php?ID=178321 
Note that until the 1936 Treaty took effect in 1939 Panama retained the status of a protectorate, and did not 
have an ambassador, but rather a “minister”, the office being upgraded to an ambassador from March 1939. 
19  Executive Order 7676 - The Canal Zone Judiciary dated 26 July 1937. 
20  https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-7676-the-canal-zone-judiciary  
21  Military post offices operated or supported by the Army (or now the USAF) use the abbreviation APO (Army 
Post Office or Air Force Post Office), while Navy, Coast Guard, and Marine Corps use the city abbreviation FPO 
(Fleet Post Office). 

http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicoview.php?ID=178321
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-7676-the-canal-zone-judiciary
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Navy and Sixth Air Force to Galapagos Island Naval Station; Salinas, Ecuador; and Talera, 

Peru via the Canal Zone22. 

 

Other US Government Departments had little contact with the Canal authorities.  Any 

reports, requests and communications passed through the Governor and the Secretary of 

War.23  Formal communication on Canal Zone matters with the Panamanian Government 

was through the Governor, rather than the US Minister in Panama City. 

 

The Canal Zone had a complex status.  Until the 1936 Treaty was ratified by the US Senate 

and came into force in 1939, it was a US protectorate.  It was not an “incorporated territory” 

of the US (Alaska and Hawaii, not then states, were incorporated territories), and was 

distinguished from the Philippines and Puerto Rico, which were “unincorporated 

territories”.  The Canal Zone was certainly “territory under the control and jurisdiction of the 

United States”, but had not been brought within the customs and immigration barriers of 

the US, and not all US laws applied there.  In addition, Canal Zone ports had been held to be 

“foreign ports” for customs purposes before World War 2, but nevertheless US customs and 

immigration laws applied to goods and persons entering the US from the Canal Zone.  The 

Canal Zone had its own regulations for such matters, applicable to goods and persons 

arriving from the US or any other country.24 

 

Until 1979, the Canal Zone territory remained wholly controlled by the US, which had 

purchased the land required from the private and public owners, built the Canal and 

financed its construction – also seeing some 50,000 former inhabitants removed from the 

route of the Canal.  The Canal Zone was finally abolished in 1979, under the Torrijos-Carter 

Treaties of 197725; with the Canal itself placed under joint US–Panamanian control until it 

came under fully Panamanian control in 1999, when the US flag was lowered for the last 

time on 31 December 199926. 

 
22  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/postoffices.htm  
23  http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicoview.php?ID=178321 
24  http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicoview.php?ID=178321 
25  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal 
26  https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234 and 
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx 

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/postoffices.htm
http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicoview.php?ID=178321
http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/rdd/historicoview.php?ID=178321
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal
https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx


7 
 

 

 

By 1930, there were 39,469 US Citizens resident in the Canal Zone, of whom 10,470 were 

associated with the Army27.  In January 1934, the Army’s Panama Canal Department 

consisted of 419 officers and 8,884 enlisted men.  This manpower level was considered too 

low, and by 1936 enlisted strength had increased to 12,99028. 

 

In 1935, the population of neighbouring Panama City was estimated at around 80,000, with 

around 30,000 people in Colón.  In comparison, the population of the Canal Zone was just 

41,937.  This was said to consist of white US employees29 and their families, others 

described as being “colored” and “alien” (meaning non-American, and probably largely 

Panamanian) employees and their families, the military and naval garrisons, representatives 

of shipping companies, contractors, church and welfare workers etc - plus “colored” alien 

agriculture workers who rented land in the Canal Zone under revocable licences.30 

 

The Canal Zone population reached a pre-war peak of 51,827 in 1940 (although the reduced 

figure of 42,346 in 1941 omitted the enlarged military and naval garrisons).31 

 

The expansion of defences in the lead up to war saw an obvious need for additional 

workers, and the war itself saw a further need for a larger workforce.  On 30 June 1942, the 

Governor reported that in the preceding 12 months 11,331 workmen had been brought into 

the Canal Zone, half of them from El Salvador.  By this time, in June 1942, the total of 

unskilled and semi-skilled workmen in the Canal Zone, the so-called "Silver" employees32, 

numbered 65,786.  

 
27  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
28  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
29  The term “employees” includes employees of both the Panama Canal and the Panama Railroad Company. 
30  Report of the Health Department of the Panama Canal for the calendar year 1935 (The Panama Canal press, 
1936). 
31  Report of the Health Department of the Panama Canal for the calendar year 1941 (The Panama Canal press, 
1942). 
32  As during the Canal construction period, “Gold” employees were US ones.  This was only one example of the 
discriminatory practices employed by the US during both during construction of the Canal and during World 
War 2.  Until the end of World War 2, the Canal Zone operated under a form of “Jim Crow” society, where the 
category of "gold" represented white, US workers and the title "silver" represented the non-white, non-US 
workers on the Zone. There were even separate entrances for each group at the Post Office.  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
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Although the workmen recruited on contract in neighbouring countries were only a small 

percentage of the total employed, without them the labour situation would have been 

critical.  As it was, available labour always had to be carefully allocated and some projects, 

the transisthmian highway for example, occasionally felt the effects of shortages.33 

 

While, under the Panama Canal Act, the US President was responsible for the operation, 

maintenance and protection of the Canal, and the Government of the Canal Zone, through a 

Governor confirmed by the US Senate, the President delegated many of his supervisory 

powers to the Secretary of the Army.  The Canal Zone Government, under the direction of 

the Governor, was thus subject to the supervision of the Secretary of War.34 

 

The administration of the Canal itself involved three main elements – 

• Operation and maintenance of the Canal – which involved mainly the passage of 

shipping, maintenance of the waterway, and the operation and maintenance of the 

locks35; 

• Operation of the auxiliary enterprises necessary to provide for the needs of shipping, 

and the US forces – these covered a wide field of services, including fuel oil and 

coaling plants, storehouses of foodstuffs, chandlery and other essential supplies, as 

well as marine and railway repair shops, terminal facilities for cargo and passengers 

from vessels, the trans-isthmus railway and its shipping line that had linked New 

York and the Canal Zone before the war.  Also operated were a network of 

commissaries, as well as the construction, maintenance, and housing rental services 

for employees36; and 

• Government functions in the Canal Zone – including police, customs37 and fire 

services (during the war the fire department was augmented by an additional 30 

 
33 https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
34  Ibid. 
35  The Panama Canal: Twenty-fifth Anniversary (Panama Canal Press, Mount Hope, Canal Zone, 1939): 
https://dloc.com/UF00083288/00001/images/0  
36  Ibid.  
37  From the entrance of the US into World War 2, the Bureau of Customs of the Canal Zone was charged with 
responsibility for the enforcement of the many additional restrictions placed upon travel and the movement of 
cargo, mail, and currency.  It was also assigned the duties of enforcement in the Canal Zone of many 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
https://dloc.com/UF00083288/00001/images/0
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trailer pumps and separate volunteer fire companies were organised to use them)38, 

schools and playgrounds, clubs, libraries, immigration, vessel inspection, water 

supply, sewers and sanitation (including, by agreement, health and sanitation of 

Panama City and Colón, which were outside the Canal Zone, as well as supplying the 

cities’ water supplies39), maintenance of streets and highways, and other services 

that would have been undertaken by national, state, county and municipal 

authorities in the US40.41 

 

The Canal Zone Government operated through six major departments – 

• The Executive Department; 

• Department of Operation and Maintenance – comprising the Marine, Mechanical, 

Dredging, Electrical, Municipal Engineering and Locks Divisions, as well as the 

Sections of the Office Engineer, Survey and Plans; 

• The Accounting Department; 

• The Health Department (which also included supervision of immigration, and hence 

any quarantine issues); 

• The Supply Department; and 

• The Purchasing Department. 

 

The Supply Department was responsible for the hotels owned by the Canal Zone 

Government at either end of the Canal, the printing plant at Mount Hope42, a large dairy 

and the commissary network. 

 
restrictions which in the US are handled by the Treasury Department: Annual Report of the Governor of the 
Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US Government Printing Office, Washington, 1946). 
38  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
39  The Canal authorities supplied water to the cities of Panama and Colón from the Canal Zone water system, 
and maintained the sewers and streets in the two cities under a contract between the Canal Government and 
the Republic of Panama in 1907.  Canal authorities collected the water rentals from the residents of the cities 
and used the funds to cover the cost of water and maintenance of sewers and streets, interest on the 
unamortised investment at 2% per annum and amortisation based on 50 years from 1907: Annual Report of 
the Governor of the Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US Government Printing Office, 
Washington, 1946). 
40  The Panama Canal: Twenty-fifth Anniversary (Panama Canal Press, Mount Hope, Canal Zone, 1939): 
https://dloc.com/UF00083288/00001/images/0  
41  Ibid. 
42  The Panama Canal Press prints such forms, stationery etc, as are required in connection with the operation 
of The Panama Canal and the Panama Railroad.  This unit also performed some work for the US Army during 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://dloc.com/UF00083288/00001/images/0
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The Panama Railroad Company operated as a separate and distinct entity, although the 

Governor was president of the company.  However, it did supply services ancillary to the 

Canal operations, including the stevedore services at the docks.  The Real Estate Section of 

the Government’s Executive Department handled all real estate operations for the railway, 

as well as those of the Canal operations.  The Accounting Department also dealt with the 

accounts of the railway.  In addition, the Chief Quartermaster of the Supply Department 

handled orders, storage and distribution for the railway as well.43 

 

There was, of course, close cooperation between the units of the Canal Zone Government 

and the US Army and Navy forces in the Zone.44 

 

Commercial air traffic for the Canal Zone used facilities at Albrook Field, as did passenger 

and cargo aircraft for the cities of Panama and Colón in the Republic, which caused some 

tensions with the Panamanian Government when the state of emergency announced in 

1939 saw additional security measures adopted at Albrook.  Panamanians, who might be on 

an internal flight within the country, were required to comply with checks by US officials, 

including luggage examination and questioning by Army or Navy intelligence officers45, as 

well as complying with the Canal Zone’s strict quarantine regulations.  After constant 

demands, the Governor eventually yielded to Panamanian complaints and some measures 

were relaxed.  The Panamanian Government also later complained that a new Pan American 

Airways terminal violated treaty provisions, as use of aerodromes in the Canal Zone for 

civilian purposes was not permitted. 

 

Alert procedures were practised from 1939 until war actually broke out in 1941.  The 

Governor was responsible for training civilian personel and a director of Civil Defense was 

 
1944, including the printing of Yank, the Army weekly newspaper: Annual Report of the Governor of the 
Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US Government Printing Office, Washington, 1946). 
43  The Panama Canal: Twenty-fifth Anniversary (Panama Canal Press, Mount Hope, Canal Zone, 1939): 
https://dloc.com/UF00083288/00001/images/0  
44  Ibid. 
45  Interrogation of those on internal flights was contrary to Article 40 of the Panamanian Constitution. 

https://dloc.com/UF00083288/00001/images/0
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appointed, but no firm plans had been made by the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, and the 

lack of air raid shelters was also seen as a serious problem. 

 

On 10 October 1939, for the first time in history, the entire Canal Zone and all its facilities 

were blacked out for 15 minutes – although the lights in the neighbouring Panamanian cities 

remained on and, although a portent of things to come, the exercise was conducted in a 

semi-festive atmosphere. 

 

Postwar, from 1 July 1951, a 1950 Act of Congress meant that governance of the Canal Zone 

was transferred to what was officially named as the Canal Zone Government, with the Canal 

itself being operated by the Panama Canal Company (until, in 1979, the Panama Canal 

Commission took over).  The structure remained under the control of the US Government 

and the Secretary of the Army, with the Governor also being President of the Panama Canal 

Company.  

 

CANAL OPERATIONS 

 

Comparative figures on Canal traffic for the calendar years 1929, 1938 and 1949 showa 

steady increase in the size of ships.  Each decade showed increases in tankers, cargo ships, 

and cargo-passenger vessels, the three main classes which made up the ocean-going 

commercial traffic through the Canal.  

 

Cargo and cargo-passenger ships showed a large increase between 1929 and 1938 and a 

lesser gain in the next 10-year period.  Tankers, on the contrary, increased only 227 tons in 

size between 1929 and 1938, but averaged 958 net tons (Panama Canal measurement46) 

 
46  From the Canal’s opening in 1914 until July 1982, the Canal used its own tonnage measurement system for 
assessing tolls due, and derived from national tonnage certificates.  The only exceptions were unusual vessels 
and warships, which were assessed on their displacement.  The Canal rules were adopted to provide uniform 
treatment of all ships using the Canal, as otherwise, tonnage determined under traditional national rules could 
produce different results for identical ships.  In 1969, the International Maritime Organization (IMO) 
Convention on Tonnage Measurement of Ships was signed, with a 12-year lead-in for the adoption of the 
Universal Measurement System (UMS), with the Convention coming into legal force in 1980, and in 1983 the 
Canal adopted a new system based on UMS: https://www.iaphworldports.org/n-iaph/wp-
content/uploads/ph/1983-4.pdf 

https://www.iaphworldports.org/n-iaph/wp-content/uploads/ph/1983-4.pdf
https://www.iaphworldports.org/n-iaph/wp-content/uploads/ph/1983-4.pdf
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more in 1949 than 20 years before.  Cargo and cargo-passenger vessels averaged 4,477 tons 

in 1929; 4,913 tons in 1938; and 5,019 tons in 1949, a 20-year increase of 542 tons, or 12%. 

 

During the war, commercial traffic fell to about 20% of the maximum pre-war figures, and 

for three years of the war the traffic and tolls was actually not enough to cover operating 

expenses, despite traffic reaching an all-time high.47 

 

Southbound traffic (heading east48) reached a peak in August 1945, as forces redeployed 

following the end of hostilities in Europe.  On the busiest day, there were 98 vessels in 

Cristobal harbour, with five more outside the guardship and awaiting entry.  A total of 651 

ships made southbound transits in August 1945.49 

 

Before the war there had been considerable traffic through the Canal operating on feeder 

lines from Cristobal to Central and South American ports on the Pacific.  This trade would 

practically disappear postwar by 1950, although vessels in this category were only slightly 

larger than before the war and were operating over some of the main trade routes.50 

 

 
47  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer – Society of American Military 
Engineers, Vol. 40, No. 267, January 1948): https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
48  The Canal confuses one as, although the traffic flow is east-west, the Canal runs north-south, due to the 
shape of isthmus.  Where I live, I face the Pacific, but am facing south, not east. 
49  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer – Society of American Military 
Engineers, Vol. 40, No. 267, January 1948): https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
50  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81/pdf/GOVPUB-
W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81.pdf  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81.pdf
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Canal and Railroad workforce levels 1929-5051 

 

Until 1945, all commercial ships afloat, except the ocean liners RMS Queen Elizabeth and 

RMS Queen Mary, could pass through the Canal, as could all but the newest and largest US 

battleships and aircraft carriers.  During the war, the British ship, SS Aquitania was the 

largest commercial vessel to make a transit.  She was 901 feet (274.6 metres) long and had a 

beam of 97 feet (29.6 metres)52. 

 

Despatching of ships through the Canal was conducted on schedules.  Vessels awaiting 

transit began moving through the Canal from the terminal ports at 6 am and despatches 

were made thereafter from each terminus at intervals of one hour.  The following is a 

summary of normal arrangements in effect in 1944.   

From Cristobal Harbor, first ship at 6 am, last at about 3 pm; from Balboa anchorage, 

first ship at 6 am, last at 2:30 pm.  Variations often occurred in these schedules due 

to wartime emergencies.  Tankers and vessels carrying hazardous cargoes were 

dispatched at the discretion of the port captain and normally were not permitted to 

proceed unless they could clear the locks before dark. Numerous exceptions were 

made in these cases in order to avoid delaying war cargoes.  Special precautions and 

regulations for handling ships in the locks were continued throughout the year.53 

 

PANAMA CANAL DEPARTMENT OF OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE 

 

Marine Division  The Marine Superintendent was responsible for the transit of ships 

through the Canal, with the Port Captains at either end, pilots (all 

vessels, of whatever size must carry a Canal pilot), assessing tolls (based 

on a ship’s tonnage).  There were also numerous harbour-related 

activities – ship inspections, boiler services, towage and salvage, 

 
51  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81/pdf/GOVPUB-
W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81.pdf  
52  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer – Society of American Military 
Engineers, Vol. 40, No. 267, January 1948): https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
53  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US Government 
Printing Office, Washington, 1946). 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-5f2fcd7d412428b5e6908a1741f6ba81.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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accident investigation, installation and maintenance of navigational 

aids. 

 

Balboa was the terminal for all Pacific Ocean tanker operations, and for 

any required dry docking and repair.  At its peak during the war there 

were some 300 tankers using the facilities at Balboa. 

 

As on 30 June 1944, there were a total of 767 navigation aids in service 

in the Canal and its approaches, maintained by the Lighthouse sub-

division – 110 being powered by acetylene gas, 343 electric and 314 

unlighted.  This included two lighthouses at Morro Puercos and Jicarita 

Island on the Pacific coast, maintained for the US Coast Guard.  Each 

was visited once yearly by USS Favorite, to inspect and service 

equipment.54 

 

Locks Division  To prevent damage to the locks and some Navy vessels, the roof 

overhangs of the control houses at all locks were reduced during the 

war and all concrete lamp posts on approach and wing walls were 

replaced by steel ones.  Floating tenders were employed to assist the 

largest ships entering and leaving the locks.55 

 

The vehicle bridge at the Miraflores Locks became operational in May 

1942, to reduce pressure on the ferry service.  At the Gatun Locks, the 

roadway across the lower lock gates was widened to allow the passage 

of military vehicles to access Army installations to the west of the Canal. 

 

By the end of the war, over half of those employed on the locks had 

been hired during the war.56 

 
54  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US 
Government Printing Office, Washington, 1946). 
55  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer – Society of American Military 
Engineers, Vol. 40, No. 267, January 1948): https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
56  Ibid. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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Mechanical Division  From 1941, there was a steady and increasing change in the nature of 

the work undertaken by this Division.  By 1945, around 85% of its 

workload was taken up by repairs and services on all types of Army 

and Navy craft.  The number of vessels it repaired grew from several 

hundred in 1941 to 4,377 in 1945 (reducing once more, to 3,186 in 

1946).  A problem encountered during the war was the lack of 

adequate materials and tools, and the correct replacement parts. 

 

As speed was the most important factor in passing ships through the 

Canal, reliable and swift repairs were essential. 

 

The Division operated four dry docks, which were in constant use.  In 

June 1945, US Navy floating dry dock YFD-6 transited the Canal and 

was installed in Balboa to augment the No 1 Dry Dock there.  The 

number of ships using the dry docks rose from 185 in 1941 to a peak 

of 546 in 1945. 

 

There were also two marine railways. 

 

In 1944, the Division was established as the operating repair base for 

the 300 War Shipping Administration tankers of the Pacific Fleet.  

Balboa was the terminal for all Pacific Ocean tanker operations, and 

for any required dry docking and repair.  At its peak during the war 

there were some 300 tankers using the facilities at Balboa.57 

 

Municipal Engineering Division  

 
57  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), Society 
of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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Due to work on the Third Locks Project, Special Improvement 

projects (aka Special Item Projects – see below58), and various other 

war work for the Army and Navy, this Division grew from 1,500 

employees in 1939 to a peak of 7,600. 

 

 

The Division was involved in construction of airports59, docks, 

bridges, pipelines and tanks, sewers, drains, highways and a variety 

of military installations.  It took over construction of the highway to 

Rio Hato airbase from the American Bridge Company and the Public 

Roads Administration, which included building 14 steel and concrete 

bridges of varying dimensions. 

 

 
58  Approved in the years before the Pearl Harbor attack, there were about 45 of these emergency projects, 
mostly concerned with locks structures, installing emergency equipment and generally preparing for wartime 
conditions. 
 
59  Airfields were built in record time.  For example, in just 2½ months, in rough jungle country at Casa Larga, a 
complete airport was provided, with access roads, taxiways, bridges, barracks and other quarters, in addition 
to the necessary runway (including 4,000 feet – 1,219 metres - asphalt paved portion). 
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The Division also handled municipal utilities, water, sewers and 

roads needed to meet the expanded requirements following the 

expansion programme60. 

 

Electrical Division  The vital, but little publicised, work of this Division included 

providing the electrical power for all the facilities – from lights to 

locks.  It was also involved in ship repair work. 

 

In 1945, it was found that servicing of the tankers at Balboa 

presented a problem, as the tankers and landside services used 

different types of electrical supplies. 

 

The local telephone system involved five automatic exchanges, the 

system being substantially expanded between 1940 and 1942. 

 

Dredging Division  This Division saw a growth that dated from the expansion 

programme that began in 1939-40, and particularly the start of the 

abortive Third Locks Project in July 194061.  Its workforce rose from 

1,030 to a peak of 3,173 in April 1943. 

 

The Division’s dipper dredge Gamboa was used to excavate a 

underwater trench in Gatun Lake to lay the Trans-Isthmian oil 

pipeline.  

 

In addition to the Third Locks Project, the Division was involved in 

meeting the demand for increased anchorage and aggregates for the 

various construction programmes.  This included the production of 

gravel from the Chagres River for a stockpile at Gamboa, with 22.5 

 
60  For example, water filtration capacity expanded from 16 million gallons (60.6 million litres) to 26 million 
(98.4 million litres) daily on the Pacific said, and from nine million (34 million litres) to 14 million gallons (53 
million litres) daily on the Atlantic side. 
61  See https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/40438  

https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/40438
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million cubic yards (17.2 cubic metres) of material removed by 

dredges before the Third Locks Project ended. 

 

A project to widen the approach channel to Cristobal Harbour was 

still underway in 1946, to provide additional anchorage and 

manoeuvring area.  Another project to provide additional anchorage 

in West Limon Bay was also still in progress in 1946.62 

 

THE PANAMA RAILROAD COMPANY SUPPLY DEPARTMENT 

 

While the ships owned and operated by the Panama Railroad were transferred to the Army 

and Navy from early in the war, and would not resume any commercial services until 1948, 

the railway itself continued to function63.   

 

Freight carried by the railway showed a staggering 465% increase in freight carried, and a 

219.5% increase in passenger numbers, at its peak during the war, as compared to 1938.  

The amount of cargo for which the Panama Railroad Company provided stevedore services 

at Canal Zone ports also showed a 85.6% rise.  

 

The Supply Department was headed by the Chief Quartermaster and was responsible for the 

acquisition, storage and distribution of materials and supplies for both the Canal and the 

railway; as well as maintenance and construction of buildings, living quarters and care of 

associated grounds, storehouses, fuel oil plants and even a printing plant.  It was also 

responsible for the supply of motor transport to the various other departments and division, 

and the messes for contract labour. 

 

Division of storehouses The operations of this Division increased considerably in the 

expansion programme of just before and following the outbreak of 

war in 1941. 

 
62  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), Society 
of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
63  See https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39853  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39853
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In the five years from July 1935 to June 1940, the average value of 

materials procured, stored or handled was just over $7.6 million 

per year; between 1 July 1940 and 30 June 1945 it averaged just 

over $22.5 million.64 

 

Its Oil Handling Plants saw increased activity during the war.  

During July 1934-June 1940, the average amount of petroleum 

products handled was around 10 million barrels, in the five years to 

June 1945 it averaged over 22.9 million barrels, with a peak of over 

35.1 million barrels in the year July 1944-June 1945.  The principal 

movement was from Atlantic to Pacific, as well as to Central and 

South America.  The Navy’s new trans-isthmian pipeline system65 

used the plants as transhipment points from around September 

1943. 

 

Building Division  Almost half the new building the Division provided was for housing 

of US and “alien” (non-American) employees, with new towns at 

Diablo, Margarita and Cocoli; and the expansion of existing ones at 

Balboa, Pedro Miguel, Gamboa, Gatun and Old Cristobal.  About 

375 new houses were built, ranging from single-family homes to 

12-family apartment blocks, with over 100 of the latter built in the 

first 18 months.  Five large mess halls were also built tor the 

imported workers to use. 

 

 
64  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer – Society of American Military 
Engineers, Vol. 40, No. 267, January 1948): https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
65  This pipeline allowed older, smaller, and slower tankers to be used for a shuttle service between Cristobal, 
the supply sources along the Gulf of Mexico, and the huge refineries in Aruba and Curaçao, and eliminated the 
need for tanker traffic through the Canal, thus  speeding up the loading and despatch of the large, fast tankers 
carrying oil into the Pacific.  A contract was awarded in August 1942 for two 33-mile (53 km) pipelines, and 
construction began in October 1942.  The pipelines were completed and used for the first time in April 1943 
and, by the end of 1943 the entire system was completed and in full operation. 
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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Additional units were built for almost every department and 

division, with such things as retail commissaries, club houses, 

movie theatres, post offices, police and fire stations, gasoline 

stations, schools, dispensaries, gymnasiums, ball parks, tennis 

courts etc. 

 

A large hospital was built at Margarita, the Gorgas Hospital 

expanded and Colón Hospital renovated and enlarged. 

 

New construction took place for the Mechanical Division and 

additions to the water filtration system.  Additional power 

generation involved additional generating capacity, both diesel and 

hydro-electric. 

 

When it soon became clear that there would be difficulties in 

obtaining the quantities of supplies required.  Every effort was also 

made to source goods from elsewhere in Latin America.  

Nevertheless, it is reported that trade in the Canal Zone (and 

presumably in the Republic as well) experienced most of the same 

shortages that were encountered in the US, exacerbated by the 

effect of the U-boat campaign in the Caribbean in 1942.66 

 

Motor Transportation Division  

A Public Transportation System, with privately-owned buses on 

contract to the Canal Zone Government was organised in early 

1943.  This provided assigned transport routes for the general 

public.  It was intended to meet increased demand, supplement 

transport provided by official vehicles and ferry labourers to and 

from construction sites.  It also relieved some of the pressure 

resulting from wartime petrol and tyre rationing and the resultant 

 
66  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer – Society of American Military 
Engineers, Vol. 40, No. 267, January 1948): https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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curtailment in the operation of privately-owned vehicles.  141 

busses were operating in this service as of 30 June 1944.67 

 

Commissary Division  This Division saw greatly increased trade volumes during the war, in 

order to meet the requirements of the civilian personnel employed 

by the Army, Navy, the Canal and the Panama Railroad, as well as 

contractors.   

 

It soon became apparent that the open market could not supply 

the volumes required, and, as explained above, arrangements were 

therefore made to purchases essential food items from the US 

through the Quartermaster General, and from Argentina through 

the British Food Mission.  However, purchases from Central and 

South America (including from Panama itself, of course) were also 

an important factor.  Nevertheless, there were shortages. 

 

PANAMA CANAL HEALTH DEPARTMENT 

 

During the war, expansion of this Department saw 630 additional beds and some 20 

additional dispensaries.  The Department also had to supply complete medical services both 

onshore and on ships, and serve as a supply source for merchant shipping passing through 

the Canal. 

 

Its Quarantine and Immigration Officers also served as aides to civil and military intelligence. 

 

The Board of Health Laboratories carried out water analysis, tested food and carried out 

special tests for various branches of the armed services68.  The latter tests were also for the 

US armed services throughout the Caribbean and Central and South America. 

 
67  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US Government 
Printing Office, Washington, 1946). 
68  A veiled reference to tests that included those linked to the chemical warfare activities on the Island of San 
José?  See https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/40643  

https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/40643
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THE SELECTIVE SERVICE REGISTRATION EFFECT 

 

The World War 1 military draft had been discontinued in 192069.   Then, on 16 September 

1940, Congress (narrowly) passed the Selective Training and Service Act 1940, establishing 

the first peacetime conscription (or “draft”) in US history70.  It required all men between the 

ages of 18 to 64 to register with the Selective Service.   

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack on 7 December 1941, and the subsequent declarations of 

war by the US on Japan, Germany and Italy, the service period was subsequently extended 

in early 1942 to last for the duration of the war, plus a six-month service in the Organized 

Reserves. This draft registration was not intended to be used for military service, but to 

provide a complete inventory of manpower resources in the United States that could be 

used for national service.71  The Selective Service System created by the 1940 Act was 

terminated on 31 March 1947.72 

 

During the war, more than 10 million men were inducted into the US Army, US Navy and US 

Marines through the draft.  However, most men who served, as well as a lot of women, 

volunteered for the military. 

 

By 1942, registration cards contained the following information – 

• the registrant’s serial number; 

• the registrant’s name; 

• his residence, mailing address, and telephone number; 

• date and place of birth; 

 
69  Congress passed the first military conscription Act in 1863 during the Civil War, allowing President Lincoln to 
draft men between the ages of 20-45.  The second military draft law, the Selective Service Act, went into effect 
in 1917 and gave President Wilson the authority to conscript men for World War 1. 
70  https://www.britannica.com/event/Selective-Service-Acts  
71  https://www.archives.gov/files/research/military/ww2/draft-cards-fourth-registration.pdf  
72  https://www.sss.gov/history-and-records/  
However, from 1948 until 1973, during both peacetime and periods of conflict, men were drafted to fill 
vacancies in the armed forces which could not be filled through voluntary means.  Induction authority expired 
in 1973, but the Selective Service System remained in existence in “standby” to support the all-volunteer 
forces in case of an emergency.   

https://www.britannica.com/event/Selective-Service-Acts
https://www.archives.gov/files/research/military/ww2/draft-cards-fourth-registration.pdf
https://www.sss.gov/history-and-records/
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• the name and address of his employer;  

• the registrant’s height, weight, race, hair colour, eye colour, distinguishing marks; 

• the registrant’s signature; and 

• the name and address of a person who would always know the registrant’s 

address73. 

 

Following a Presidential proclamation of 26 October 1943, registration for selective service 

was required of male citizens of the US outside the Continental US, Alaska, Hawaii, and 

Puerto Rico, who had not previously registered for selective service and who had attained 

on 31 December 1943, or thereafter, had attained their 18th birthday but had not attained 

their 45th birthday.   

 

Registration of persons from 18 to 44 years of age was required to be carried out during the 

period 16 November to 31 December 1943, and the Executive Secretary of the Panama 

Canal was designated Chief Registrar and was charged with the responsibility of carrying out 

selective-service registration in the Canal Zone.   

 

Two main registration offices were established at Balboa and Cristobal.  Registration 

facilities were also provided in certain industrial areas and for the civilian employees of the 

US Army, the US Navy, and Government contractors residing in isolated communities.  A 

total of 2,993 persons were registered during the period, most of the registrations being 

accomplished during the first week. Facilities continued for the registration of Canal Zone 

residents as they attained their 18th birthday.74 

 

In 1944, commenting on a relatively high turnover of employees in the Canal Zone, the 

office of the Governor said that a factor which probably had the effect of keeping turnover 

so high in 1944 was the application during 1944 of selective service registration to male 

citizens residing in the Canal Zone.  The Governor’s annual report said that a total of 879 

employees terminated their services specifically to join the military forces in 1944.  It also 

 
73  https://www.archives.gov/files/research/military/ww2/draft-cards-fourth-registration.pdf  
74  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30 1944 (US 
Government Printing Office, Washington, 1946).  

https://www.archives.gov/files/research/military/ww2/draft-cards-fourth-registration.pdf
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said that while many employees had no doubt resigned for this purpose in 1943, the exact 

number not being known; but it was believed that the number was considerably lower than 

in 1944.75 

 

Obviously, selective service registration was not, and could not, be extended to the 

Republic, and citizens of the Republic (including those in the Canal Zone) would not be liable 

for registration. 

 

THE WARTIME GOVERNORS76 

 

As we have seen, in peacetime the Governor of the Panama Canal was responsible for the 

operation and maintenance of the Canal itself, as well as the administration, sanitation, and 

government of the Canal Zone.  He was also the President of the Panama Railroad, which 

also operated the Panama Shipping Line77.   

 

The Governor, by custom a retired US Army Engineers officer, reported directly to the 

Secretary of War.   When, on 5 September 1939, the Canal Zone was placed under the 

jurisdiction of the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department, the General’s 

authority over operation of the Canal and governmental functions continued to be exercised 

through the Governor78.  

 

Glen E Edgerton was Governor for most of the war (1940-44).  A US Army engineer officer, 

he had previously served as Assistant Engineer on the Canal 1908-09, returning as Panama 

Canal Maintenance Engineer 1936-40.  He was then appointed Governor on 11 July 1940. 

 

 
75  Ibid. 
76  See also Governors of the Panama Canal: a Biography, compiled by Rolando Cochez (Panama Canal 
Commission, 1997). 
77  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
See also https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39853  
78  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf  

https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/39853
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
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During his time as Governor, Edgerton was responsible for several administrative changes.  

During his tenure the first permanent bridge connection over the Canal since 1914, when 

that at Miraflores Locks opened to vehicular traffic in 1942. 

 

Edgerton had been preceded in 1936 to 1940 by Clarence S Ridley, another Army engineer 

officer. During World War 1 he had supervised the construction of the Lincoln Memorial in 

Washington DC, as well as the Arlington memorial in the Arlington cemetery.  He had served 

in the Canal Zone as Assistant Maintenance Engineer from 1923, before being appointed 

Governor on 27 April 1936.   

 

During his time as Governor, Ridley oversaw the adoption of the Panama Canal Rules as the 

means of measurement for calculating Canal tolls79.  The old rules, aka the Johnson system, 

were chiefly based on establishing the earning capacity of a ship with one ton for every 100 

cubic feet of enclosed revenue-earning capacity80.  The Pacific entrance channel from the 

Miraflores Locks to the sea buoys, including Balboa inner harbour, was also dredged, with 

more than 11 million tons of material being removed. 

 

Following Edgerton in 1944, Major General John C Mehaffey, another Army engineer, was 

Governor to 1948.  Having already served in the Canal Zone 1911-12, and as Assistant 

Maintenance Engineer in 1929, Mehaffey was assigned to the Panama Canal Zone again in 

1941 as Maintenance Engineer, succeeding Edgerton.  Whilst Governor, Mehaffey 

conducted the Isthmian Canal Studies in 1947, producing what was called the Mahaffey 

Report.  This proposed dispensing with the existing locks and constructing a sea-level canal 

 
79  Use of the US rules of measurement, established in 1913, after a detailed comparative study of British, US, 
German and Suez Canal rules, was abolished on 24 August 1937: 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/proclamation-1258-rules-for-the-measurement-vessels-for-the-
panama-canal  
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-Y3_IS7-87e54bd6f518aa79f73a121443e2156a/pdf/GOVPUB-
Y3_IS7-87e54bd6f518aa79f73a121443e2156a.pdf  
Also see the earlier footnote on page 11 above. 
80  Calling 100 cubic feet a “gross ton” came from 19th Century British Board of Trade rules.  Because tonnages 
of similar ships under different flags varied significantly due to the variations in the rules, efforts were made 
under the League of Nations between 1924 and 1939 for drafting regulations and uniform measurement 
methods.  Attempts to establish a uniform method of measurement continued under the UN postwar: 
https://www.immersinelblu.com/Mariart/Tonmeasur.pdf  

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/proclamation-1258-rules-for-the-measurement-vessels-for-the-panama-canal
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/proclamation-1258-rules-for-the-measurement-vessels-for-the-panama-canal
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-Y3_IS7-87e54bd6f518aa79f73a121443e2156a/pdf/GOVPUB-Y3_IS7-87e54bd6f518aa79f73a121443e2156a.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-Y3_IS7-87e54bd6f518aa79f73a121443e2156a/pdf/GOVPUB-Y3_IS7-87e54bd6f518aa79f73a121443e2156a.pdf
https://www.immersinelblu.com/Mariart/Tonmeasur.pdf
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at a cost of $3.5 billion.  Nothing came of the June 1947 report, with the proposal still under 

consideration when he completed his four-year term as Governor in May 1948.81 

 

 

Ray Todd 

Panama City, 

Republic of Panama 

19 February 2023 

 
81  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of Strategic 
Studies), 2008. 


