
PANAMA HATS: FASHION & FORTUNE
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Could you imagine a time when a trip from New York to 

San Francisco would take months and cover 13,000 miles?

Prior to August 15, 1914, and 

the opening of  the Panama 

Canal, there were only three 

ways to get from the East to 

West Coast: 

• traveling over land

• taking a ship around the tip 

of  South America

• taking a ship to Panama, 

crossing the Isthmus, and 

then boarding another ship

Photograph featuring two women, in panama hats, overlooking the Pacific 

entrance to the Panama Canal.  This image was taken in Balboa, Panama, circa 

1916.   Image: Library of  Congress, Foreign Geographic File, Washington, D.C.



In 1880, the French began 

construction of  a canal through 

the Panamanian Isthmus. By the 

end of  1888, however, only 11 

miles of  canal had been 

constructed at a cost of  $287 

million and 20,000 lives lost, to 

accidents and disease. 

The U.S. purchased the property 

and equipment from the French in 

1902 for  $40 million. In 1905 the 

U.S. implemented a $1 million 

sanitation plan proposed by  

Colonel William Crawford Gorgas. 

It was the most extensive 

sanitation campaign in history. Image of  the Isthmian Canal Commission in front of  the Administration 

Building. Colonel Gorgas is in the front row, second from the left.  

Image: Life, Time Inc. 



Images show a residential street in Colon, Panama, 

before and after Colonel Gorgas’s sanitation plan

was implemented.  Prior to paving, there were open 

sewers, in ditches, in front of  the homes.

Images: U.S. Army Medical Department Office of  Medical 

History



The placement of Colonel Gorgas in Panama was vital to the success of the Canal effort. 

With the eradication of yellow fever by 1907, and significant reduction in malaria cases, 

workers no longer feared becoming ill on the job, and tourism began to flourish along the 

construction route.

Panama’s new found popularity as a tourist 

destination was enhanced by the United States 

and Europe’s fascination with a straw hat that 

was sold in port shops along the Panamanian 

Isthmus. These hats, called “Panamas,” are 

named for their place of sale, rather than their 

place of origin, Ecuador.

Photograph of workmen shaping hats.  There are 

untrimmed hat edges in the foreground and the drying 

patio in the background.

Image: Library of Congress, Foreign Geographic File, 

Washington, D.C.

Comparison of weaves per square inch. The finer the 

weave, the longer it took for the hat to be produced, 

leading to a higher cost. 

Image: Panama Hatworks of Montecristi



Keystone stereoview (above)

Caption: Panama hats are woven 

in the cool of the morning and 

evening. Tabacunda, Ecuador

Keystone stereoscopic viewer 

(right), circa 1905. 



The 1914 summer edition of the Ladies 

Home Journal features the Panama styling 

recommendations of Marie Doughty 

Gorgas, wife of Colonel Gorgas. As a 

woman of status, her preferences and 

opinions were of great interest to other 

women. The styles suggested by Mrs. 

Gorgas “changed the Panama hat, 

originally used as a protection from the 

sun and for knock-about wear, into a thing 

of dress and beauty to be worn upon any 

occasion.”



Reproductions of the styling suggested by Mrs. Marie Gorgas



Reproductions of the styling suggested by Mrs. Marie Gorgas



Influenced by the suffrage movement and women’s involvement in entertainment, fashion of 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries sought to draw attention to women through ornate, 

theatrical design.  As the women’s suffrage movement became more volatile, laws were 

passed to limit the length of a hat pin. It was feared that angry mobs of suffragettes would use 

the sharp pins as weapons.

Photograph taken at the National American  Woman Suffrage Association parade held in  

Washington, D.C. on March 3, 1913.

Image: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C.



Laws also stated that hat pins had to have the  sharp  end of the pin covered with a safety guard. 

(Terry Hurley, http://antiques.lovetoknow.com)

As the women's suffrage movement became  bigger and more volatile, laws were passed to 

limit the length of a hat pin since it was feared 

that angry mobs of suffragettes would use the sharp pins as weapons. (Terry Hurley, 

http://antiques.lovetoknow.com)

Collection of late 19th century and early 20th century hat pins; belonged to a milliner (hat 

maker) from Illinois.



Popularity of the Panama hat continued 

to soar in the United States, as they 

were provided to all U.S. workers and 

engineers working on the Panama 

Canal, as well as all Cuban-bound 

soldiers in the Spanish American war.

In Europe, the hats became customary 

racetrack fashion in England, were 

worn by leaders such as Napoleon III 

and King Edward VII, and debuted, to 

a quick sell out, at the 1855 Parisian 

World Exposition. Later, they became 

an icon of the 1915 Panama Pacific 

Exposition in San Francisco.

In 1906, President Theodore Roosevelt became the first 

sitting president to travel outside of the United States. His 

travel took him to Panama, where he could inspect the 

progress of the Canal construction.

Image: Library of Congress, Serial and Government 

Publications Division, Washington, D.C. 20540



This postcard features pineapple workers and tourists in a pineapple grove on the banks of the 

Panama Canal. The Panama hat was worn, universally, as a means of sun and heat deflection.



Panama hat exports reached its peak during 1944, when they became Ecuador`s number 

one export item, at 4.3 million hats. The price for each hat ranged from tens of dollars, for 

coarse hats, to over $25,000 for the finest hats.

Article featured in the Klamath Falls Oregon newspaper on August 15, 

1914. The completion of the canal was overshadowed by the start of World 

War I on July 28, 1914.

Image: Library of Congress, Newspaper and Current Periodical Reading 

Room, Washington, D.C.



Magazine advertisement from 1914, offering a 

trip through the newly opened Panama Canal. 

The trip would arrive in San Francisco in time 

for the Panama-Pacific Exposition. The cost of 

this 135-day trip in modern currency would be 

approximately $20,500.

Advertisement for women’s hats at Geffner’s Panama Hats and Souvenir Store, in Panama. 

The prices on the advertisement are likely from around 1910. In modern currency, the cost of 

a ladies hat would be approximately $17 to $2,300.



Hat wear remained popular until World War I, at which time the global crisis changed the 

priorities of the nation. It was no longer appropriate for women to sport lavishly decorated hats, 

as money and materials were needed to support the fight for freedom.

Panama hat display at Saks & Co., circa 1919.

Image: Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, 

Washington, D.C.


