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IL

903-2003: Celebrating a Centuru pf Independence

Panama:
ossroads of the Americ4s,
umismatic Bird's Eye View

By Joaquin Gil del Real

T HIS YEAR, 2003, MARKS THE CENTENNIAL OF THE
establishment of an independent Panama, and a good time to
reflect on the rich numismatic heritage of this "crossroads of the
Americas." The very close association of the people of the United

States and their brothers and sisters down south through most of this century
also makes it a good topic for all paper money collectors of our hemisphere.

Panama was discovered by Rodrigo de Bastidas in 1502. 1 Columbus visit-
ed the north coast in 1503, on his 4th and last voyage, and left the worm infest-
ed "La Vizcaina" as a memento of that event near the river
Belen. 2 Balboa discovered the Pacific Ocean in September of
1513 3 and the city of Panama was founded on August 15, 1519,
by Pedrarias, making it the first European city on the Pacific. 4

Originally, the Isthmus was referred to as 'Tierra Firme'
(mainland), but King Ferdinand preferred "Castilla de Oro."
Only 29,157 square miles (75,517 sq. km .) in area, and situated
east to west, it is 50 miles wide at its narrowest point. The
importance of Panama lies in its geographical position making it a crossroads:
east to west and north to south.

As the great migration to the Americas began, the population increased
dramatically, as did commerce and business. These changes created a need for
adequate means of exchange. Accordingly a mint was originally authorized at
Mexico City in 1535, which coined silver one, two and four real coins. A sec-
ond mint was approved for Santo Domingo in 1542, which minted copper two
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Right: Royal Decree (detail) "Cedula
Real" of Philip ll sending tools and
royal ordenances on procedures.
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and four maravedi
coins. 5 Another was
ordered for Lima in
1568, and one in
Potosi followed in
1575. Phillip II
decreed a mint for

Panama on the
22nd of March
1579. 6 His
instructions and
guidelines indi-
cated in Section
2: "...and next to
the coat or arms
a 'p' with an 'a'

over it so that it be
known that it was
made in said city of
Panama in accordance
with our...."
Unfortunately the
Panama Mint was not
successful. The lack of
a local source of raw
material -- Panama is not a silver producing area -- did not bode well and the
enterprise faded away. Samples of the Panama Mint coins do exist, including a
two real coin found in excavations in Panama Viejo in 1997. Chemical analysis
of the silver utilized by this mint indicates its provenance as Potosi.

Most large colonial silver coins struck in the Americas were generally
known as "macuquinas," or "cobs" (cabo de barra), and were crudely hammered
pieces made from irregularly shaped silver ingots. 7 These "Pieces of Eight,"
sometimes also referred to as "Piastre," became known as a "Peso," and are the
basis of our coinage in the United States. The eight real coin became our dol-
lar; the four real became four bits, or 50 cents, and the two real, or two bits,
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Two real coin excavated in
Panama Viejo (1997). Note
the "A" over "P" mintmark of
Panama.

our quarter. The one real became our dime. Most of these coins were popular
and in circulation well into the first half or the 1800s. 8

The beginning of the 19th Century saw the incipient independence
movements in Latin America become full blown. Some parts of Colombia 9
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obtained their freedom as early as
1810. The economic penury of the
patriots of Cartagena forced
them to issue scrip. Other

Ti N+RE Ptt+ 	 attempts at issuing paper
were made in 1820, though
these were not successful.

Panama obtained its
independence from Spain on
November 3, 1821, and in its
Declaration of Independence
adhered itself voluntarily to
Colombia. This great union, which
included Venezuela, Colombia and
Ecuador, ceased to exist by 1830, as
both Venezuela and Ecuador broke
away to follow their own paths to
the future. Only Panama remained,

being too weak to separate and go its own way.
During the 19th Century, many coins circulated in the Isthmus particular-
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Left: Rare example of un real scrip
issued by the Cartagena patriots,
1810.

ly from the large commercial European countries. Then as now, Panama was a
"crossroads." In 1847, during the first administration of Tomas Cipriano
Mosquera, there was a monetary reform in Colombia, which included the intro-
duction of the decimal system. Regardless, the chaotic monetary situation con-
tinued in Panama. 10 In June of 1857, the National Congress and Chamber of
Representatives decreed that the national monetary unit of Colombia was to
become the "Peso," 11 setting the exchange rate at one-to-one with the
American dollar. 12 F.N. Otis, M.D„ in his book Illustrated Histoly of the Panama
Railroad (1862) 11 published the different exchange rates and types of currency
accepted by the railroad. The variety of different coinage in circulation in the
Isthmus at that time is most interesting.

In 1846 with the occupation of California, the government of the United
States in Washington was most anxious to improve communications with the
western seaboard. Contracts for mail shipments and deliveiy were let, utilizing
Panama as the shortest and fastest route to accomplish this feat. Discovery of
gold in 1848 dramatically changed the face of the Isthmus and a railroad was
started in 1851, terminating in 1855. To cross the Isthmus, on the train, cost the
equivalent of U.S. $25.00 payable in gold, and took just a few short hours. This
was a definite improvement over the previous river bongoes, piraguas and
mules, which made the crossing over a period of days, on the much maligned
"Camino de Cruces" or "Camino Real." Not only was economic progress evi-

Example of the attempt to
issue paper money in
1820s. They were printed
in New York.
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dent, but an influx of new ideas, commercial, financial and otherwise invaded
and influenced the local populace.

J. Osorio y Gil, in his book on Colombian currency notes:

"...soon Mosquera understood that paper money would be better guar-
anteed and readily acceptable, were it to be issued by a strong private
organization, and to that effect, was able to have parliament approve a
law on the establishment of a bank...." 14

The following year, the Legislative Assembly of the State of
Panama, emulating their Colombian colleagues, approved the Law of 12
October 1856: Regarding the establishment of public banks." 15

In 1857 an effort was made to establish a bank in Panama, the
"Banco del Istmo," which was unsuccessful. In 1861 the Banco de Perez y
Planas was organized (PM Vol. 36, No. 2, Whole No. 188, Mar/Apr
1997) which operated under an eight-year license. The Exchange Bank of

Colon began operations in 1866 (PM Vol. 40, No. 5, whole No. 215, Sept/Oct
2001), and the Banco de Panama followed in 1869. All of these issued bank
notes.
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Examples of notes of Banco Perez y Planas
(right) and Exchange Bank of Colon
(below).

Up to 1869 Panama had a vibrant, healthy economy. Those going to
California to seek their fortunes, those returning home from California, and
the commerce that transited the Isthmus, including many gold shipments going
to the East Coast made for good times. However, the joining of the Central
Pacific and the Union Pacific at Promontory Point on May 10, 1869, ended all
of this and Panama entered a recessionary period that would last some 10 years.

During this time much as today, Colombia suffered continuous political
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Example of a note
from the Banco de
Panama.

turmoil, bringing the usual economic instability. In 1861 the national
authorities in Bogota began issuing so called "Treasury Bills," which did
not achieve general acceptance, but which the government decreed to be
of "compulsory acceptance." This last odious measure found its way into
the modern Republic of Panama's Constitution of 1903 and of today, to
include an Article stating: "There shall not be in the Republic paper
money of a compulsory acceptance nature." 16

Example of 1861 Treasury Bill,
ten reales or one peso, printed
in Bogota.

Panama also issued "Treasury Bills" in 1861 for $25,000 pesos; in 1865,
of a sufficient amount to cover the outstanding debt; 1873; 1875 and lastly in
1880. 17

Example of an Estado de Panama treasury
note of 1861.



Right: An exam-
ple of an Estado
Soberano de
Panama treasury
note of 1865.

Below: Example
of an Estado de
Panama treasury
note of 1875.
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Soberano de Panama treasury note,
1880.
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After 1874, when the Banco de Panama ceased operations, other attempts
were made to obtain "Patentes" (licenses) to open banks, which all came to
naught. One project was a joint government/private venture, with the local
government issuing Treasury Bills as its contribution to capital. In 1876, such
was the lack of currency that the local Legislative Assembly authorized a
request to the National. Authorities in Bogota to approve establishment of a
mint in Panama, but it was not approved. 18
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Above: Example of five-cent token of
the Savings Bank of Colon, Field Brodie
& Co., 1885.

One balboa Arias or Seven-Day note of
1941.

In 1880 Panama's economy resuscitated with
the French effort at constructing a canal.

During this period the French 5 Franc coin
became quite popular. 19 Regardless, the con-
tinuing scarcity of coinage forced the French
Canal authorities to import from the Chilean
Mint 50 centavo and one peso silver 0.900
fine coins to pay their local obligations. 20

A banking institution, of which little is
known, was the Colon Savings Bank belonging

to Field, Brodie and Co. This Field was the son of
owner of the Colon Exchange Bank. Mr. Field asso-

ciated with Mr. Brodie in January of 1885, 21 and issued 5 and 10 cent tokens.
22 A political uprising in the city of Colon in 1885 resulted in the burning
of the city, which also engulfed all of the local governmental and notarial
archives prior to that date.

An interesting historical anecdote of that era is narrated by Ricardo
J. Alfaro 23: "...as gold coins circulated, though impractical for small trans-
actions, they did find good use in other parts, American bills were accept-
ed with resignation and had a very limited circulation. The workers, peas-
ants and the general public showed little liking and distrust towards paper

money, and, it is a historical fact that in the years 1879 or 1880, the Panama
Railroad Company tried to pay its workers in gold and paper bills and these
went on strike because they only wanted silver." 24

Panama separated from Colombia on November 3rd, 1903, and contin-
ued its relationship with the United States. Its first coins in 1904 and 1905
(Colombian coins were collected and used in these mintages) were almost dou-
ble in size and silver content of their American counterparts, which led to a big
silver melt in the decade of the 1910s when silver prices shot skyward.
Panamanian coins began to be minted on a par, size and content, with U.S.
coins in the early 1930s. 25

Since separating from Colombia in 1903, the National Assembly of
Panama authorized the Banco Nacional to issue bank bills on January 28th
1911. In 1913 the Banco de Panama was created by law, which also authorized
it to issue bank bills. In neither case did this happen, and we can only speculate
that U.S. objections based on the Monetary Convention signed the 20th of
January of 1904 is the reason. 26 In 1932 a Treasury Bill issue of 3,000,000
Balboas was authorized, but nothing came of it either. 27

In 1941 during the Presidency of Dr. Arnulfo Arias Madrid, paper money
in denominations of one-, five-, ten- and twenty-Balboas was printed, issued
and circulated for one short week. These are generally referred to as "Arias" or
"Seven-Day" notes.

the
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Five balboas Arias or Seven-Day note of
1941.
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To really appreciate the coinage that circulated in Panama during
the 19th Century, we refer to Julius Grigore's book Coins and Currency of
Panama. In appendix B we are informed that a great status symbol among
the "Cuna" Indian women was wearing a vest made up of a multitude of
holed silver coins known as "nug nuppi," and San Bias Mint by local col-
lectors. One example of these vests included coins from Mexico (1818),
Bolivia (1851), Colombia (1940), France (1832), Switzerland (1851), and
many others. Unfortunately the Great Silver Melt of recent years did away
with these valuable historical sources.

So ends our review of Panama, its coins and paper money.
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