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US Navy PBM Mariner flying boat at Coco Solo 
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1940 Vintage PANAMA CANAL Map of The Panama Canal Zone   
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Panama City (Casco Viejo, the old city) in 1939 

 

Panama had achieved independence from Colombia prior to World War 1.  It did so with the 

assistance of the US, which also enabled the US to complete construction of the Panama 

Canal, which saw its first transit on 15 August 1914. 

 

In 1903, the Republic of Panama, by means of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, had granted in 

perpetuity the use, occupation, and control of a zone of land and land under water for the 

construction, maintenance, operation, sanitation, and protection of the canal1.  This “Canal 

Zone” had an area of 553 square miles (1,430 square km) and its official status was as an 

unincorporated territory of the US.   

 

The 1903 Treaty also provided that “the Canal, when constructed, and the entrances 

thereto shall be neutral in perpetuity…in conformity with all the stipulations of, the treaty 

entered into by the Governments of the United States and Great Britain on November 18, 

 
1  https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-

canal-1903/  Ratification was advised by the US Senate on 23 February 1904. It was ratified by the US President 

on 25 February 1904. It was ratified by Panama on 2 December 1903. The ratifications were exchanged at 

Washington on 26 February 1904 and the Treaty proclaimed the same day.  The Hay-Herrán Treaty, negotiated 

between the US and Colombia in 1903 had allowed the US rights to the land surrounding the planned canal, 

but the Colombian Senate had refused to ratify the treaty – but by then Panama was already in the process of 

seceding from Colombia. The subsequent US/Panama Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaty contained the same financial 

terms which had been offered to Colombia for use of the territory involved. 
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1901”2, that the agreement involved extended to US control of the trans-isthmus railroad, 

and “If it should become necessary at any time to employ armed forces for the safety or 

protection of the Canal, or of the ships that make use of the same, or the railways and 

auxiliary works, the United States shall have the right, at all times and in its discretion, to 

use its police and its land and naval forces or to establish fortifications for these purposes”3. 

 

Construction of gun batteries at Fort Sherman, Fort Randolph, Fort Grant and Fort Amador 

began as early as 1913, with additional batteries for coastal defence added in the late 

1920s4.  Initial naval bases were established at Coco Solo at the Atlantic end of the Canal, 

and part of the Fort Grant/Fort Amador installations at the Pacific end were set aside for 

naval use5. 

 

Panama ceased to be a US protectorate in 1939 when the US Senate ratified the Hull-Alfaro 

Treaty of 19366, which made significant modifications to the original 1903 Treaty.  It ended 

the Panama Republic’s “protectorate” status by abrogating the 1903 Treaty provisions 

relating to the US guarantee of the republic's independence and the US right of 

intervention. It substituted negotiation and purchase of land outside the Canal Zone in place 

of rights of expropriation. A dispute over the annual annuity payable by the US was resolved 

(Panama had stopped accepting payments in 1934 due to complaints over its valuation.  

Various business and commercial provisions dealt with longstanding Panamanian 

complaints, e.g. private commercial operations unconnected with Canal operations were 

forbidden in the Canal Zone and free entry into the Canal Zone was provided for 

Panamanian goods, with custom houses at entrances to the zone to regulate the entry of 

goods whose ultimate destination was in the Republic7. 

 
2  The Hay–Pauncefote Treaty of 1901 was a treaty signed by the US and Great Britain as a legal preliminary to 

the US building of the Panama Canal, overturning the previous treaty agreements dating from 1850 that no 

one country should have control of such a canal: https://www.britannica.com/event/Hay-Pauncefote-Treaty 
3  https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-

canal-1903/ 
4  On opening in 1914, there was a Panama Canal Guard Force, including a US Marine Corps battalion, an Army 

infantry regiment and 3 companies of Coastal Artillery, a total of 797 men, though numbers and composition 

increased considerably as the war progressed: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/29 
5  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/31 
6  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/Transcontinental-railroad-and-canal-projects#ref468289   
7  http://www.czbrats.com/treaty77/1936.htm However, the US Senate was reluctant to accept the 

amendments, such as the new treaty providing that, in the event of any threat to the security of either 
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The “capital” of the Canal Zone was Balboa8, where there was a port at the Pacific end of 

the Canal complex.  The Canal Zone consisted of the Canal itself and an area generally 

extending 5 miles (8 km) on each side of its centreline, but excluding the Panama City and 

the city of Colon - that would have otherwise fallen partly within the 5-mile limit9 - as well as 

out into the 3-mile limit of territorial waters at either end.  When reservoirs were created to 

assure a steady supply of water for the Canal locks, those lakes were also included within 

the Canal Zone.   

 

US citizens living within the Canal Zone were known as “Zonians” and only those connected 

with the administration, operation, maintenance, or the defence of the Canal were allowed 

to live within the Canal Zone10.  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), and private ownership of land within the Canal Zone was 

prohibited11.  When the 1936 Treaty came into force, private commercial operations 

unconnected with canal operations were forbidden in the Canal Zone. 

 
country, joint measures could be taken after consultation between them. Only after an exchange of diplomatic 

notes clarified that Panama was willing under to permit the US to act unilaterally, did the Senate give its 

consent on 25 July 1939. 
8  The Balboa is also the name of the national currency of Panama, which is tied to, and is interchangeable with 

(in Panama) the US Dollar.  The town of Balboa, now a district of the sprawling Panama City, 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 office, police and fire stations, 

commissary, cafeteria, movie theatre, service centre, bowling alley, 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. 
9  The Panama Canal Zone was designated by an Act of Congress in 1914 as a strip of land “and land under 

water” 5 miles wide on either side of the Canal: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
10  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
11  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
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The first US Navy aircraft carrier, USS Langley (CV1) in the Panama Canal, November 1924 

 

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

the land required from the private and public owners, built the Canal and financed its 

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

Treaties of 197712; 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 199913. 

 

As mentioned, defences had been put in place to protect the Canal during World War 1, 

chiefly to protect it from a naval attack – Germany being the only realistic enemy (and given 

that the bulk of the Imperial German Navy ended up being holed up in Kiel for most of the 

war, perhaps proving to be not a very realistic one14).   

 

Sabotage from land or by use of a vessel, or an attack by a German raider came to be 

considered more likely prospects than an all-out naval assault – and in World War 2, even 

with the threat of the larger and more potent Imperial Japanese Navy, sabotage of some 

kind, as well as air attack from carrier-based aircraft, was considered more likely than an 

 
12  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal 
13  https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234 and 

https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx 
14  During the war, commerce raiders (both warships and converted merchantmen) did threaten Allied 

shipping, as did U-boats, but neither was a realistic significant threat to the Canal, particularly as the US did not 

enter the war until 1917, by which time such threats had diminished.  A German squadron had been present in 

the Pacific, and defeated a Royal Navy force in the Battle of Coronel in 1914, only then to be annihilated by a 

pair of British battlecruisers in a subsequent battle off the Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic later the same 

year.  That was the last German naval force of any significance to come anywhere near Panama, and again 

years before the US entry into the war. 
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attack by a warship using its guns (and this being the case, the coastal artillery guarding the 

Canal gradually became regarded as redundant as the war progressed). 

 

The battleship USS Texas in the Gatun Locks of the Panama Canal, en route to the US east 

coast, June 1937 

 

Following World War 1, a combination of US isolationism, restricted military and naval 

budgets and the Great Depression meant that, until the late 1930s, little was spent to 

improve, or even maintain, the defences of the Canal.  Only in 1929 did the US Congress 

grant the necessary appropriation to construct a badly needed airfield at the Pacific end of 

the Canal – with Albrook Field being constructed in 193015, but thereafter, until the 

emergency funding in the run-up to World War 2, virtually nothing was spent to improve 

the defences of the Canal16. 

 

 
15 See below for more information on Albrook Field. 
16  In 1939, the US Congress appropriated $50 million for improvements to defences, including the upgrading 

of the main runway at Albrook Field to accommodate newer, heavier bombers, the first of which began 

deploying in June 1939. 
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Albrook Air Force Base, the former Albrook Field, in a photo taken from nearby Ancon Hill in 

1956 

 

2 THE STATUS OF PANAMA IN 1939 

 

The heavy-handed military intervention policies of the interwar years, which saw US forces 

used in places such as Panama, Haiti, Honduras and the Dominican Republic, had had a 

negative effect on both diplomatic relations and the reputation of the US in the region.  This 

made the Canal Zone appear to be a US exclave of significant size surrounded by what was 

perceived as increasingly hostile neighbours (including nationalism in Panama itself17).  

However, the changes contained in the new 1936 Treaty between the US and Panama 

(which was finally ratified in 1939), which sought to reposition Panama as a partner instead 

of what had appeared to be, in effect, a vassal state (and technically a “protectorate”), was 

better received if still not considered altogether satisfactory18. 

 

However, in the event of war, it was feared that a large population of American citizens, 

civilian and military, living in the Canal Zone would be isolated in a region that was not 

predisposed to treat them kindly and, should the Canal Zone be overrun by a hostile force, 

 
17  Such nationalistic feeling is very much in existence now, and is particularly evident on the “Day of the 

Martyrs”, an annual holiday in February which marks the shooting of Panamanian students by US forces in the 

Canal Zone in the 1960s. 
18  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
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the likelihood of large numbers of American prisoners or hostages has been said to have 

likely loomed large in the minds of decision makers in Washington19. 

 

A new President took office in Panama in 1940, Dr Arnulfo Arias, who was overtly pro-Axis20, 

hostile to the US and sought to limit US influence over his country.  He was to be deposed 

and replaced in 194121 in a bloodless coup supported by the US.   

 

The US had asked in the lead up to World War 2 for 999-year leases on areas outside the 

Canal Zone to build essential defences – airfields, anti-aircraft batteries and warning 

stations, but the negotiations dragged on for 2 years, with Arias demanding cash 

compensation and other conditions22, estimated to have a cost of up to $30 million. 

 

Panama's President Arias reviews US troops.  On the left of the photograph is General 

Jarman, and on the right is General Van Voorhis, Commander of the Canal Zone.23 

 

 
19  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
20  An official memorandum sent by the US Ambassador in 1941 described the situation in Panama under Arias 

thus,” what has developed in Panama is about as near an approach to Hitlerism as the characteristics of Latin 

Americans and the peculiar circumstances affecting Panama could be expected to permit”. 

https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&articl

e=2131&context=masters-theses  

During 1941, Arias attempted to have enacted a law prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving anyone of 

the Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  The inherent anti-Semitism 

appeared to continue in the government under the following President La Guardia.  

His life story reads like a thriller, with an unlikely plot, and a summary of it can be found at Annex 2 below. 

In 1941, Life Magazine carried an article in which it was said that, after his election in the previous Autumn, Dr. 

Arias had adopted a strong nationalist, "Panama for Panamanians" policy, and it said that he did not seem 

disposed to help the US: http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 
21  While out of the country, on a private visit to Havana.  The coup was carried out by the National Police, 

there being no Panamanian army. 
22  Set out in 12 requirements that included the construction of a bridge over the Canal, transfer of all lands 

belonging to the Panama Railroad in Panama City and Colon, and ending the importing of black workers from 

the Caribbean to work in the Canal Zone. 
23  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 
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President Roosevelt, and Naval Aide Captain Daniel J Callaghan, taking the salute of a 

composite battalion of the 14th Infantry at Gatun Locks as disembarking from the USS 

Tuscaloosa, 18 February 194024 

 

President Roosevelt crossing the Gatun Locks roadway in 1940 

 

The US had compromised, asking for 10-year leases, or for as long as a threat to the Canal 

existed (whereas Arias had wanted return of the properties as soon as war ended25).  The US 

had also wanted Panamanian ships armed and used to carry war supplies to Britain.  

 
24  President Roosevelt made more visits to Panama than any other US President – to Panama City, while on his 

way to vacation in Hawaii in 1934; meeting President Arias informally at Balboa in 1935; an informal meeting 

with President Arosemena at Balboa during a vacation in the Caribbean; and in February 1940 a visit to 

Cristobal during another vacation. 
25  In fact, the US evacuated all occupied bases and sites outside the Canal Zone in 1948, the Panama National 

Assembly having refused to ratify a postwar agreement that the Government had reached with the US. 
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However, Arias resisted this – Panama was neutral, and remained so until after Pearl 

Harbor26. 

 

After Arias was replaced (by the national police, Panama having no army) in October 1941 

by Ricardo Adolfo de Guardia Arango, the new President proved much more amenable and 

negotiation were soon concluded successfully27. 

 

 

A “disappearing” 14-inch coastal artillery gun, 25 years old in 1941, probably at Battery 

Warren on Flamenco Island. The gun had a range of 13.64 miles.  Beneath each were a 

powder magazine and shell store.  A lift descended 250-feet to a shoreline railway siding 

tunnel28 

 

One of the results of pre-war diplomatic moves by the US, intended to counteract any 

potential Axis (particularly German) influence or sympathies in Latin America, was the 

Declaration of Panama of September 1939, which aligned Central American nations (a 

 
26  Although ironically, it declared war on Japan on the same day as the Pearl Harbor attack, and before the US 

could do so. 
27  However, he too was forced from office in 1945, by the National Assembly, and went into exile.  Popularly 

known as the “Cojo” (“limping”), he was President from 9 October 1941 to 15 June 1945.  He became 

President after the civil coup against the government of Arnulfo Arias and thus held the post during almost the 

whole of World War 2. 
28  The disappearing carriage was developed in the 19th Century, and the theory was that the gun could crouch 

behind 20 feet of concrete, with another 20-30 feet of hard packed earth in front of that, it would rise up to 

fire, then return to crouch down behind its barrier, and thus be invisible from the sea. 
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number of which, including Panama, had leaderships with some pro-German sympathies) 

with the US in the creation of a maritime security zone29.  An unstated element of the 

Declaration was a willingness to accept US leadership in the defence of the region.30.   

 

By Autumn 1940, bilateral military staff conversations had occurred with almost every 

Central American, South American, and Caribbean republic, with 20 out of 21 nations willing 

to provide the US support to resist Axis-inspired subversive elements31 - notably, Panama 

abstained from these arrangements, it being suggested that this was because it would deal 

directly with the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department32. 

 

Following Pearl Harbor, Nicaragua immediately offered its territory for US use for the 

duration of the war, and Cuba and El Salvador granted the US permission to fly aircraft over 

their territory in early 1942.  Colombia was to offer part of its territory for a seaplane base 

after Axis submarines sank a Colombian vessel33.  Around the same time, the Peruvian 

government asked for US assistance in fortifying its coastal defences and was offered 

supplies via Lend-Lease agreements.  Even Chile, which had a traditionally poor relationship 

with the US and a significant population sympathetic to the Axis cause, was eventually 

persuaded to break with the Axis, despite its strong ties to both Germany and Italy.  By the 

end of the conflict, nearly every nation in the region had entered the war on the side of the 

Allies, many of them lending material support, though only Brazil sent a significant military 

presence to take part in combat in other theatres34 (Brazilian airmen later trained in 

Panama – see below). 

 
29  The Declaration confirmed the neutrality of the participants, banned belligerents’ submarines from entering 

their ports, demanded the cessation of subversive activities within their countries, and announced the 

formation of a maritime security zone which was to extend over 300 nautical miles (560 km) on either side of 

the Americas (except for Canada and the colonies and possessions of European states) - this area was 

subsequently to be policed by the US Navy Neutrality Patrol.  For a map showing the maritime security zone, 

see http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21 
30  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
31  As will be seen in the section on internments, this could sometimes be to serve local political or economic 

interests, such as with the Peruvian Japanese. 
32  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
33  In June 1942, a Colombian Navy Schooner, the ARC Resolute was torpedoed, and the U-boat crew 

proceeded to machine-gun the survivors in the water33.  In August 1942, another Colombian Schooner was 

sunk by an Axis submarine preventing the Colombian Government from being able to transport goods 

between the mainland and their base at St. Andrews Archipelago. 
34  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
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3 THE DEFENCES 

 

 

A useful and fascinating set of interactive maps showing the position of the fortifications 

protecting the Canal, produced by the Smithsonian Institute, is available online35 

 

“Big Ear” sound detectors, used to detect approaching aircraft before the advent of radar, 

and mobile searchlights on display at a pre-war Army Day at Fort Clayton. They were used by 

the Coastal Artillery.  The building in the background is Fort Clayton Theater36 

 

 
35  https://stridata-si.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678 
36  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/Clayton76.htm 
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Until the passage of the Two Ocean Navy Act 194037 following the Fall of France, the ability 

of the US fleet to move between the Atlantic and Pacific, and vice versa, was considered 

fundamental to the protection of the Continental USA.  Hence, the protection of the Canal 

was regarded by the US Army as second only to protection of Continental USA itself.  

However, as was later discovered (as mentioned below), while the Canal remained vital for 

the transit of ships between east and west, it was felt that the cargo carried could, at least 

by the middle of the war, be transported by the improved railway system across the 

isthmus, albeit at a higher cost38.  Nevertheless, the railway system would also need 

protection for sabotage or other attack much as the Canal did. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the original defences of the Canal were constructed to protect against 

a naval attack, and/or an associated landing of troops39, with heavy naval guns at the 

Atlantic and Pacific ends of the Canal route40 and a Mobile Force with light artillery for close-

in defence and to counter a landing.  Fort Randolph, Fort Sherman and Fort De Lesseps on 

the Atlantic side and Fort Amador and Fort Kobbe on the Pacific side housed the heaviest 

guns for the defence of the Canal41.  These original defences had been authorised in 1911, 

at a cost then of $14.1 million (including installation of submarine mines).  Begun in 191342, 

by 1917 the defences and troop levels had reached their optimum43. 

 

 
37 The costliest naval procurement Bill in US history to then, it increased the size of the US Navy by 70% by 

adding 257 ships.  Problems in accommodating new, larger warships is illustrated by the fact that, during 

WW2, the Essex-Class aircraft carriers, built from 1941, could only just pass through the Canal if the lamp posts 

lining the locks were removed.  World War 2 also showed the strategic necessity for the US to rely on fleets on 

both the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, thus diminishing the vital role of the Canal. 
38  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
39  The original defences were drawn up by the Panama Fortifications Board, itself set up by a Army-Navy Joint 

Board, which made its recommendations in 1910 and proposed a total of 42 large-calibre guns and mortars 

manned by 12 coastal artillery companies. 
40  The coastal artillery was manned by the US Army Coast Artillery Corps, the Army corps responsible for 

coastal, harbour and anti-aircraft defences from 1901 to 1950. 
41  https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/usmilitary_and_canal.aspx  
42  The first unit, the 81st Company, Coast Artillery, arrived on 22 December 1913 and went into camp at what 

became Fort Amador on the Pacific end of the Canal route. 
43  Though not all.  For example, Fort Randolph, a coastal artillery fort on Margarita Island at the Caribbean end 

of the Canal, was only completed in April 1920.  It was only after World War 1 that the fort had emplacements 

added for 14-inch calibre M1920 railway guns. 
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In 1932, the Panama Canal Department had been divided into 3 commands, and would 

remain so until 1940 (reverting to a similar split later in the war in 1943) – these being 

Atlantic, Pacific and Department Troops, with USAAC units placed under the latter44. 

 

According to a joint Army/Navy plan drawn up in 1935, defensive roles were divided 

between Army, Navy, and the Panama Canal Department Administration as follows – 

• Army – to defend the Canal from sabotage and hostile attacks; 

• Navy – to patrol the coastal zone and control and protect shipping therein; and 

• Panama Canal Department Administration – to protect, operate and maintain the 

canal, its adjuncts and appurtenances to ensure continuous service at the required 

levels45. 

 

One problem said to have been encountered in the defence arrangements was the 

difference in terrain between the two coasts.  The Pacific side of the Canal was geologically 

very different from the Atlantic side and needed different solutions to the same problem46. 

 

On 5 September 1939, as war broke out in Europe, under an Executive Order of the same 

date, control of the Canal and the Canal Zone were put under exclusive jurisdiction of 

commanding general of the Panama Canal Department.  This, in effect, reduced the role the 

Governor of the Canal Zone had traditionally enjoyed47. 

 

The 1903 Hay-Buana-Varilla Treaty had given the US the right to fortify the Canal Zone, and 

from its construction, US military forts provided protection for the Canal - Forts Sherman48 

and Randolph on the Caribbean end and Fort Amador on the Pacific end49.  Fort Clayton was 

 
44  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
45  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
46  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
47  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
48  Established in 1911, it consisted of 7 batteries armed with artillery and mortars, a landing strip, command 

centres, barracks, and recreation areas, all set on about 22,200 acres of land — it is now reportedly blanketed 

by tropical jungle in the San Lorenzo Nature Park (San Lorenzo hosts a clifftop fortress built by the Spanish in 

1575). 
49  In fact, the first was Fort DeLesseps at Colon in 1911. 
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established close to the Miraflores Locks and close to Panama City50, while Fort Davis was 

adjacent to the Gatun Locks at the Caribbean end of the Canal.  Many other military 

installations, and airfields were to follow, including outside the Canal Zone during World 

War 2, including sites on strategic offshore islands, such as Taboga51, which is close to the 

Pacific entrance of the Canal.  Entry into, and trespassing on, the Canal Zone was strictly 

controlled, particularly during the war52. 

 

The remains of Fort Randolph 

 

A continuing reminder of the defences of the Canal today is the Amador Causeway, a 

popular area much used by locals for exercise and entertainment53, and which stretches out 

into Panama Bay – away from the noise and pollution of the city.  During the construction of 

the Canal, a huge amount of waste material (particularly from the Culebra Cut) was used the 

create a breakwater that eventually linked the mainland to one of the small offshore islands, 

Naos, with work completed in 1912.  The site was named Fort Amador54 and Fort Grant55.  In 

 
50  Fort Clayton was to be one of the last properties handed over to the government of Panama in 1999.  For a 

great deal more information about the property and its history of US use, see: 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf  

The Fort was named for Colonel Bertram T Clayton in 1918, former Quartermaster of the forces in the Canal 

Zone 1914-17, and who had been killed in action in France in May 1918. 
51  And the tiny El Morro Island, just off Taboga, hosted a unit of PT Boats (US motor torpedo boats aka 

“mosquito boats)”.  There was a PT Boat training base on Taboga itself, as well as searchlights, anti-aircraft 

guns and bunkers, which were finally abandoned by the US military in 1960.  During World War 1, the island 

had been used as an internment site for Germans. 
52  My own wife, a Panamanian whose father worked for the US Army in the Canal Zone, recalls having to have 

permission to accompany her father into the Zone. 
53  https://www.lonelyplanet.com/articles/the-amador-causeway-panama-citys-booming-boardwalk 
54  After the first President of Panama, Manuel Amador Guerrero. 
55  As US President US Grant had ended his transit of the isthmus there in 1852. 
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due course, the causeway was extended from Naos to further small islets, ending at 

Flamenco56.  It grew (at over 344 acres or 139.2 hectares) to involve not only artillery57 

(chiefly in Fort Grant, which officially also encompassed the unconnected islands, the largest 

of which was Taboga), but other facilities, including a large tank farm.  On Flamenco alone, 

there were 4 gun batteries58. 

 

 

A 16-inch M1919 Coastal Defense Gun in Panama in 1939.  With a range of 28 miles, 2 were 

located at Fort Kobbe (formerly Fort Bruja) and another at Fort Amador (formerly Fort 

Grant) 

 

During the pre-war period, a number of factors affected the assessment of the risks facing 

the Canal.  As already mentioned, while a naval attack on the Canal, or a troop landing from 

the sea, had been the principle threats at the time of World War 1, the increase in 

commercial aviation in Latin America during the 1920s and 1930s gave rise to the threat of 

potential nearby air bases from which an attack against the Canal might be launched59.   At 

 
56  Later an important radar site, there remains a radar station on Flamenco, adjacent to a marina, cruise liner 

terminal, shops and restaurants.  
57  As noted elsewhere, such artillery gradually fell out of use; the Fort Amador batteries being disused (and 

buried) from 1943. 
58  Something of which one can still find today, although derelict and overgrown: 

https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/  
59  This was not an unrealistic threat as, for example, at the start of the war the President of the Dominican 

Republic, for example, admired Hitler and similar views were held by the dictators of Guatemala and El 

Salvador. Colombia only declared war on the Axis powers in November 1943 (though having ceased diplomatic 

relations following Pearl Harbor), following U-boat attacks on Colombian shipping.  In December 1941, around 

4,000 Germans lived in Colombia, with internment being, reluctantly, introduced. 
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the same time, it was found that experience in jungle manoeuvres was beginning to make a 

myth of the impenetrability of tropical forests60.   

 

There were also concerns that difficulties in the relationship between the US and 

Panamanian governments could curtail the ability of forces in the Canal Zone to move out of 

the Zone, and into the territory of Panama, to take up defensive positions or occupy new 

installations.    

 

Hence, while sabotage remained a major threat, an air attack by either land-based or 

carrier-based planes came to be regarded as a more serious threat because of gaps in the 

defence  against them (as noted later, described as inadequate in 1940-41)61. 

 

At the end of FY 193862, the Secretary of War, reporting to President Roosevelt, stated that 

“we must augment our air forces and our antiaircraft artillery installations in the Panama 

Canal Zone.  The Panama Canal must be made impregnable”63.  However, as we shall see 

later, this was far from the case in the period leading up the US entry into the war, and in all 

likelihood for some time thereafter. 

‘Across The Pacific’ (1942)64 directed by John Huston as a follow-up to ‘The Maltese Falcon’, 

starred Humphrey Bogart as the agent preventing the Nazi spy named Dr Lorenz (Sydney 

Greenstreet) in the pay of the Japanese from blowing up the Panama Canal, and a beautiful 

woman (Mary Astor) all meeting on board a Japanese ship passing through the Canal65. 

 

In 1940, “Charlie Chan in Panama” saw the famous Honolulu detective attempt to foil an 

Axis spy ring intended to blow up the Canal.  The plot fits in with the fears of wartime 

sabotage, and the film shows that photography was prohibited in the Canal Zone, and 

suspected enemy agents were indeed regularly arrested between 1939 and 1945.  The 

remastered film is available free online and is an interesting museum piece66. 

 
60  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  
61  Ibid. 
62  “FY” denotes “Fiscal Year”; which defines the US government's budget years. It runs from 1 October of the 

budget's prior year to 30 September of the year being mentioned, e.g. FY 1938 runs from 1  October 1937 to 

30 September 1939. 
63 “Air Defenses of the Panama Canal 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941”, Army Air Forces Historical Studies 

No.42, prepared by AAF Historical Office, January 1946, by Miss Kathleen Williams of the Combat Operational 

History Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
64  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0034428/  
65  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02684520600620732 
66  https://medium.com/nc-stories-of-service/wwii-sabotage-manual-ea9202d0442b 
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Although there were some replacements, and some improved weapons, received following 

World War 1, between 1929 and 1939 many of the large guns were placed in caretaker 

status due to funding shortages, only being restored to operational capability from 1939. 

 

Two 14-inch railway guns were also received between the wars, these being considered to 

be useful due to their relative mobility using the Panama Railroad than ran across the 

isthmus.  Received in 1928, these were still in place in 1941. 

 

 

14-inch gun in Panama. Mounted on a turntable, it had a range of about 30 miles67 

 

Some of the large artillery pieces were mounted on what was called a Panama Mount68.  

This was a gun mount developed by the US Army in Panama during the 1920s for fixed 

artillery positions, and they were widely used before and during the war69.  Note, however, 

that the term Panama Mount is often incorrectly used to describe other gun mounts with 

similar layouts or purposes. 

 

 
67  https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/100-years-panama-canal-10-photos 
68  The mounts could be constructed as either full, three-quarters or half circles of steel rail set in concrete with 

a diameter of approximately 36 feet. A concrete column with a diameter of 10 feet was constructed in the 

centre of the circle to support the gun and carriage.  The concrete column was connected to the outer 

concrete ring by concrete beams for alignment/stability. Originally traverse was accomplished with several 

men and prybars to move the trailing arms around the steel ring. Later installations included a geared steel 

ring just inside of the outer steel rail for improved traverse: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_mount 
69  American Seacoast Defenses, A Reference Guide, Second Edition by Mark A Berhow as editor (Coast Defense 

Study Group), 2004.  
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However, a large-scale pre-war Army and Navy exercise proved that safeguards for the 

Canal’s locks had inadequate protection from sabotage, leading to military guards being 

used, to supplement existing security, at the locks70, power houses and other important 

sites71 – this role eventually being taken on by the Mobile Force.  However, a review in 1939 

found that protection from potential sabotage attacks was still inadequate, with the Canal 

authorities at the time considering that the greater risk came from sabotage caused by or 

from a transiting vessel72 - so that, during the war (in fact, from 1939), armed guards were 

placed aboard ships in transit73. 

 

1942: US Army Mobile Force in Panama (Press Photo) 

 

In 1939, the USAAC, considering the Canal Zone the most critical of outlying US territories to 

defend, requested $23 million from Congress to improve air power in Panama in a defence 

programme laid before the US House Committee on Military Affairs74. 

 

 
70  Note that the locks only normally operated from 0600 to 2300 hours; permanent 24-hour operations only 

began in 1963. 
71  Other measures were taken to prevent sabotage of other utilities, such as water and power supplies, that 

could impact operation of the Canal.  Particularly vulnerable were the saddle dams, the man-made levees that 

ensured adequate water levels in stretches of the waterway. 
72  Suggested threats were such a vessel ramming lock gates, sinking itself in the locks or main channel, or 

dropping explosives, perhaps timed to explode much later, overboard. 
73  On high-risk (or “X”) vessels, the detachment initially consisting of an army officer and 16 men, plus 2 US 

Navy personnel (who oversaw the helm and telegraph – engine – controls).  Lower-risk (or “R”) vessels carried 

only 2 soldiers.  After 1940 the rules and procedures revised, with additional personnel and tighter controls 

imposed.  From 1942, the US Navy took over responsibility for this “Transit Guard”, using Marines. 
74 https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
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By 1939 the US Congress had approved $50 million in funding for improving Canal defences, 

leading to an expansion of housing at existing bases to cope with the increased manpower 

required in the construction effort.  Funds were available from July 1939, and the bulk of the 

programme was to be completed by early 1942, an exception being outposts, including 

airfields, outside the Canal Zone.  During the war itself, road construction became a major 

undertaking, with the first 7-mile long stretch of the Trans-Isthmian Highway opening in 

January 1942, with the Highway being completed in December 1944 (but with traffic limited 

only to authorised military traffic)75. 

THE THIRD LOCKS PROJECT 

In 1939, the US Congress authorised the “Third Locks Project” for new, larger locks near 

existing ones at Gatun, Pedro Miguel and Miraflores to increase the Canal’s capacity.  

Excavation began near Miraflores in July 1940, but a severe labour shortage hampered the 

project (exacerbated because the parallel programme to improve Canal defences competed 

for the same labour).  Changed priorities on the part of the US Navy saw it postponing 

indefinitely the construction of the larger battleships for which the new locks would have 

been necessary, and this effectively ended the Third Locks Project76. 

 

The new strategies for protection of the Canal developed in the 1930s involved a 3-layer 

defensive arrangement – 

1. an extended defensive line to intercept ships and aircraft before they reached and 

threatened the Canal; 

2. a “close-in line of resistance” to prevent landings on the coast; and 

3. local defences and delaying positions for a final defensive action should the first 2 

layers be breached77. 

 

The Army was to be given the task of providing land-based and anti-aircraft defences, with 

the Navy tasked with offshore defence, providing armed guards for ships in transit through 

 
75  This was the first transcontinental highway in the Americas, albeit that Panama is only around 40 miles 

across at its narrowest point. In the modern form of the Transistmica, it continues in use today. 
76  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
77  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
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the Canal (although initially it was Army personnel that was used for this task) and 

maintaining harbour patrols at either end of the Canal. 

 

The US Navy command for Panama was the 15th Naval District (which was to come under 

the 10th Fleet command for the Caribbean region), the Commandant of which controlled not 

just naval activities in the Canal Zone, but also served as Commander of the Panama Sea 

Frontier, responsible for the defence of the approaches to the Canal and for naval shore 

facilities in the Central American region.  The headquarters were at Balboa78. 

 

There were 2 minefields containing sea mines and forming part of the Harbor Defense 

Commands, on either coast, one based on Cristobal and the other on Balboa79.  Following 

the war, all such minefields, as well as the remaining coastal artillery were disarmed and 

disestablished in 195080. 

 

Fixed-mount 3-inch AA gun, as used at many locations in the Canal Zone 

 

 
78  https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-

administrative-histories-wwii.html#122  
79  Termed the Harbor Defenses of Cristobal and Harbor Defenses of Balboa 
80  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harbor_Defense_Command 
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In September 1939, as war broke out in Europe, an Executive Order had transferred 

administrative jurisdiction and authority over the Canal and Canal Zone to the Army-led 

Panama Canal Department and its commanding general.   

 

In February 1940, the forces available to the Department were divided into Department 

Troops, the Panama Mobile Force (Provisional), the Panama Separate Coast Artillery 

(Provisional) and the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) 19th Wing81.   

 

In February 1941, the commanding general of the Department was made commander of the 

Army’s new Caribbean Defense Command (CDC)82, which also incorporated responsibilities 

in various British Caribbean possessions which the US had acquired under Lend-Lease.  The 

separate Caribbean Air Force, also an Army command83, was established at the same time.  

The Panama Sector was one of 3 distinct sectors84 that made up the new CDC and consisted 

of the Panama Canal Department, (which was also then responsible for Ecuador, Colombia 

and Central America south of Mexico).  The Caribbean Air Force had responsibilities across 

all 3 sectors. 

PLANS FOR REINFORCING THE CANAL ZONE BY AIR 

In 1939, an Air Transport Association of America (ATA) plan proposed the massing of aircraft 

and crews to meet operational emergencies, reinforce a critical point in US continental 

defence, or, possibly, strengthen the defences of the Canal.  For such missions, the airlines' 

entire inventory of transport aircraft might be diverted temporarily to the movement of 

forces and then returned to commercial service.   

Early in 1941, the ATA revisited the issue of mobilising the air transport industry and 

contemporary estimates suggested that the airlines could move up to 6,700 men per day for 

 
81  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
82  For more detailed information on the history of the Command 1941-47, see Vasquez, Cesar A., "A History of 

the United States Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947)", 2016. FIU Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 

2458. https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458 
83  As the independent USAF was not established until 1947. 
84  The others were the Puerto Rico Sector (Puerto Rico Department – formed in 1939 and with headquarters 

in San Juan, Virgin Islands, and the Bahamas, Jamaica and Antigua Base Commands) and the Trinidad Sector 

(Trinidad, St Lucia and British Guiana Base Commands).  In June 1943, the Antilles Department was 

established, with its headquarters at San Juan, which replaced the Puerto Rican Department, as such, and 

placed the Puerto Rican and Trinidad Sectors on an equal footing within the new administrative unit. This 

continued into 1944, when the 2 subordinate sectors were in turn eliminated and all posts in the Antilles came 

under the direct control of Antilles Department Headquarters. 
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a limited period from bases in the US to points as far away as the Panama Canal.  However, 

executing such a plan would have required the termination of all scheduled commercial 

operations and the use of all airline transports85 

 

During the war, as the danger of air attack became the primary concern and it was felt that 

the heavy mortar batteries dating from World War 1 were virtually defenceless from air 

attack, in 1943 the sites were stripped and the mortars removed.  Even the large guns – the 

16-inch and 14-inch coastal artillery - were to be used rarely, even for practice, with the last 

firing taking place in 1944 and, after this last practice, they remained unmanned and were 

finally removed between 1946 and 1948. 

 

2 of the 28 12-inch mortars used for short-range defence, 12 of them were located in Fort 

Amador (Fort Grant)86 

 

Coastal artillery had also been placed on 2 islands at the Pacific end of the Canal, Taboga 

and Taboguilla, in Panama Bay, these islands having been acquired by the US Army for this 

purpose. 

 

 
85  A History of the Civil Reserve Air Fleet by Theodore Joseph Crackel ( Air Force History & Museums Program), 

1998: https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
86  The batteries equipped with the mortars at Fort Amador were used for MIM-23 HAWK surface-to-air missile 

batteries during the Cold War, and the remains can be seen at the base of Flamenco Island at the end of the 

Amador Causeway. 
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In 1939, there were 11 coastal gun batteries at the Atlantic end of the Canal, and 12 at the 

Pacific end87. 

 

Barrage balloons along the Canal 

 

 

14-inch railway gun on Culebra Island, Fort Amador, which could move from coast to coast, if 

required.  There were emplacements for them at Fort Randolph and Fort Amador (the former 

Fort Grant) 

 

The defensive mines deployed in the sea approaches caused problems, with accidental firing 

being occasioned by anchored mines exploding after being struck by large fish, by parts 

 
87  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
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from a sunken vessel offshore or other debris, and even heavy seas which could cause them 

to explode.  A Canal tugboat was also sunk by a mine when transiting an area that had been 

declared safe. 

 

There were also anti-submarine nets and anti-torpedo nets deployed to protect the locks 

against attack using aerial torpedoes.  Additional defences were designed to cope with the 

threat of attack by small, torpedo-armed boats – with searchlights and deployed field guns. 

 

The US Navy had its own submarine presence in Panama, in the form of the Coco Solo 

submarine base88, which had been established in 1918 at the Atlantic end of the Canal near 

Colon89.  It had 5 submarines based there during World War 1 and, aAt the time of Pearl 

Harbor, there were 3 “V Boat” submarines stationed at the base90, with the site also having 

a Naval Aviation Facility (originally established as a Naval Air Station in 1918) for flying-

boats91.   

 

 
88  Incidentally, the birthplace of Senator John McCain, who was born in 1936 at the Navy hospital at the Coco 

Solo Naval Air Station. 
89  The Coco Solo Naval Base was deactivated in 1957, although where the submarine base had been handed 

over to Panama in 1979.  The last part of the larger Coco Solo complex was turned over to the Panamanian 

Government in 1982. 
90  USS Barracuda, USS Bass and USS Bonita (the former V-1, V-2 and V-3) had been launched in 1924-25, and 

were decommissioned in 1937, only to be recommissioned because of the threat of war in 1940 and assigned 

to Coco Solo.  They were used to make (uneventful) war patrols from there. 
91  The initial improvements in 1940 included enlarging the submarine and air facilities at Coco Solo.  The site is 

now part of 2 large container terminals. 
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The Cristobal Piers Mole, showing the control building for the ship degaussing station at the 

far end. The degaussing station comprised a large magnetic coil on the seabed which, when 

the ships passed over it, demagnetised them to counter magnetic mines92. The bunkers are 

for the 90mm anti-MTB battery, and the photograph shows 4 fixed mount 90mm guns in one 

battery93
 

 

Other Navy assets involved, at the Atlantic end of the Canal, a radio station at Gatun and a 

small section base at Cristobal.  At the Pacific end, at Balboa, were located the 

administrative headquarters of the 15th Naval District, an ammunition depot, another radio 

station.  A half-dozen fuel tanks at either end of the Canal and a few other minor 

installations completed the list of assets.   

 

For fuelling and ship repairs, the Navy was entirely dependent on the industrial plant owned 

and operated by the Panama Canal.  These involved a battleship graving dock at Balboa and 

a small dock at Cristobal on the Atlantic end of the Canal94. 

 

 
92  For more information on wartime degaussing, see https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-

themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/ 
93  Information said to have been provided by Andrew W Fraser and Terry McGovern:  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl4.htm 
94  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-

navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html 
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Headquarters and Barracks, Coco Solo Naval Air Station Canal Zone in 1936 

 

 

Coco Solo Naval Station in 194195 

 

It was not until 1929 that the need for an airfield on the Pacific end of the Canal Zone was 

accepted and Albrook Field was constructed in 193096 - but with hard surface runways only 

being added in 193997.  The other military airfield at the time was at France Field, a specially 

constructed airfield on the Atlantic end of the Canal Zone near Manzanillo Bay.  There were 

other civilian airfields, including the main ones at Panama City and David, but in 1935 the US 

Army98 acquired a lease to use the airstrip at Rio Hato (which had been established in 1931) 

and, during World War 2, expanded it to become a major airbase housing bomber and 

 
95  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Coco_Solo?file=NS_Coco_Solo_Panama_1941_NAN7-64.jpg 
96  Originally known as the Balboa Fill Landing Field until 1924, as Albrook "Marcos A. Gelabert" International 

Airport it remains in use, now being Panama City’s second airport, used mainly for internal routes, business 

and general aviation. 
97  https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html 
98  Until 1948, the Air Corps was a part of the US Army (although renamed as the US Army Air Force from 

1941). 
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fighter aircraft99.  The acquisition of Rio Hato had been the first major formal lease of land 

by the military outside the Canal Zone.  There is more information about Rio Hato and its 

acquisition below. 

An article titled “Panama is Defenseless” by Colonel Billy Mitchell100 that appeared in 

a popular aviation magazine in 1929, and was widely reprinted in 1940 helped to spur 

the assignment of additional air units. The vulnerability of the Canal Zone to enemy 

attack was unquestioned. The Canal was considered a critical national asset that had 

to be protected.101 

In 1939, the Army Air Corps (USAAC) presence in the Canal Zone amounted to only about 28 

medium bombers, 14 light bombers, 24 pursuit (i.e. fighters), plus a few trainers and general 

utility types102.  The combat aircraft were described as obsolete.  By contrast, at peak 

strength during the war, the US was to have 189 bombers and 202 fighters defending the 

Canal. 

 

An A-17 2-seat attack bomber aircraft of USAAC 74th Attack Squadron,  Panama Canal Zone 

1939 

 

It was recognised by 1940-41 that the air defences of the Canal remained inadequate, 

experience from the war in Europe also proving the need for early warning of approaching 

 
99  As Rio Hato Army Air Base it remained in use until 1948.  However, it was used by the USAF as an auxiliary 

landing strip as late as 1990, being part of the Howard Air Force Base complex.  Howard had been part of 

wartime expansion, and had opened in 1942. 
100  Mitchell had already found fame (or notoriety) after World War 1 by championing the vulnerability of 

battleships to bomber aircraft, and carrying out attacks on captured German warships to prove the point. 
101  Alae Supra Canalem: Wings Over the Canal by Dan Hagedorn (Turner) 1995: 

https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm 
102  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  
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aircraft.  It had become increasingly clear from the late 1930s that by the time hostile 

aircraft came within range of the existing Army defences it would be too late to prevent 

them from delivering an attack on the Canal, and that effective air interception would 

require long-range patrols, radar installations, and a screen of outlying bases.  Plans to deal 

with the shortcomings led to the stand-off with the Panamanian government (as further 

sites outside the Canal Zone were necessary), and the removal of the then President Arias in 

1940, and, as explained elsewhere, an agreement to acquire the additional sites required 

was only reached in 1942. 

 

Early SCR-271 radar installation in Panama103 

THE INTRODUCTION OF RADAR 

The first-ever example of a SCR-271 radar set produced by the manufacturer, Westinghouse 

was deployed in the Canal Zone in October 1940 at Fort Sherman, at the Atlantic end of the 

Canal.  In initial tests it detected aircraft at 117 miles range104.  A second set was installed on 

 
103  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  the SCR-271 (Set 

Complete Radio 271) was the fixed installation version of the SCR-270 mobile radar that famously detected the 

Japanese attack force at Pearl Harbor (though the warning was ignored).  The SCR-270 and 271 were the 

primary US Army long-range radars used during the war. 
104  The Signal Corps had been urged to enlarge its radar development programme to include development of a 

long-range set which could provide early warning for air defence forces. By 1939, a prototype of SCR-270, a 

mobile set with a range of over 120 miles, and its fixed-installation companion, SCR-27 I, were ready for tests. 

However, not until 1940 were operational models available for use, with the first example being installed that 

year for defence of the Panama Canal: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-

101105-019.pdf 
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the island of Taboga at the Pacific end of the Canal in December 1940.  At the time of Pearl 

Harbor in 1941, there were only 2 radar sets in use – one at each end of the Canal, with 

visual sighting and sound detection also in use.  As with the gun defences, the number, 

types and uses of radar improved throughout the war.  In the Summer of 1939, with the 

Signal Corps breakthroughs in developing the SCR-268 short-range and SCR-270 long-range 

radars, the Army had announced that new secret electronic “detectors” would soon replace 

sound locater equipment for air defence105. 

The security of the strategic Panama Canal was of such immediate concern to the War 

Department that, on 1 January 1940, the Signal Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama, was 

established and ordered to prepare for deployment to the Canal Zone.  Consisting of 93 men 

taken from numerous Signal Corps units, this first-of-its-kind company went into emergency 

training at Fort Monmouth in the US prior to deployment. Using the  fixed SCR-271 research 

radar set, they practised “the strange and uncertain business of electronic detection”, 

although it was uncertain that they would have their own radar set by the time they arrived 

in Panama later that year.  In March 1940, only one SCR-270 existed (still at Fort Hancock in 

Panama and completing final Army service testing), plus one fixed SCR-271 (in fact, the first 

research example, such was the urgency of the deployment) were available106.  The Signal 

Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama was to guard the Canal’s Caribbean approaches from 

Fort Sherman and the second station on Taboga Island protect the Pacific side.  The Fort 

Sherman site was, in fact, the Army’s first operational radar station. 

 

Prior to the outbreak of World War 2 in 1939 there were limited anti-aircraft defences, with 

12 3-inch gun batteries, machine guns and searchlights.  In June 1940, all anti-aircraft 

defences were ordered to wartime status, and remained at this level of preparedness until 

1945.  The equipment was to be upgraded as the war progressed, with automatic cannon 

and additional heavy weapons added.   

 
105  Radar Contact! The Beginnings of Army Air Forces Radar and Fighter Control by Randall DeGering (Air 

University Press), 2018: 

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf 
106  Ibid. 
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This 1927 photograph shows the type of “Big Ear” sound detectors used before radar 

became available 

 

Barrage balloons were also to be employed, some from barges on the Canal itself.  However, 

by mid-1941 there were still no barrage balloons, as well as a shortage of personnel for the 

anti-aircraft units and insufficient ammunition for the 37mm anti-aircraft guns107.   

 

BARRAGE BALLOONS 

The USAAC had received little support for the use of barrage balloons for defence against hostile 

aircraft. This was despite the French, British, and Germans having used barrage balloons during 

World War 1, and when the General Staff studied anti-aircraft defences in the early 192Os, balloons 

 
107  It is said that the 37mm guns had only enough shells for 1 minute’s firing: 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

36 

 

were advocated as an effective and relatively inexpensive defence for the Panama Canal, the Capitol 

in Washington, the White House, and important dry docks, wharves, factories, and bridges.   

The War Department made the USAAS (as the USAAC was then called) responsible for development 

and use of barrage balloons, but the Chief of Coast Artillery objected.  Since the Coast Artillery 

controlled anti-aircraft batteries, it was proposed that it should also control the balloon barrage. The 

solution was to divide the responsibility, the USAAS developing equipment and the Coast Artillery 

controlling use.  

Following a number of experiments and tests, the Army’s Engineering Division at McCook Field, 

Ohio, gave Goodyear a contract for 3 balloons, which the USAAC and Coast Artillery began testing at 

Langley Field, Virginia in 1927.  The War Department considered barrage balloons in defence plans - 

the anti-aircraft defences of the Panama Canal, for instance, called for 74 balloons in 2 barrages, 1 at 

either end of the canal.   

However, with barrage balloons competing with other activities for money, interest waned and the 

USAAC did not continue its project after it used up its balloons in tests and experiments.  The balloon 

barrage was dropped from plans for defence of the Canal, but after the British and French undertook 

sizable barrage balloon programmes in 1937, the USAAC decided to use $5,000 of its own funds to 

buy a single balloon for experiments.  It sent the balloon to Fort Sill in March 1939 for the 1st Balloon 

Squadron to test and also to Panama to obtain data on deterioration in storage - but it took the war 

in Europe to move the War Department to further development of barrage balloons.108  

The apparent success of the use of such balloons at Scapa Flow and London led to their 

proposed use over the Canal109, and in 1940, it was estimated that around 2,400 men would 

be required to operate 90 balloons in the Gatun Lake area and 110 balloons in the area of 

the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks.  

 

A blackout was imposed in the Canal Zone from 7 December 1941, being a partial blackout 

until 2300, and then full for the rest of the night.  Headlights were masked with red paint.   

 

Mail entering or leaving the country was censored and remained so until March 1945.  

 

Severe restrictions were also placed on photography in the Canal Zone110.   

 
108  Ibid Aviation in the US. Army, 19 19- 1939 by Maurer Maurer, (United States Air Force Historical Research 

Center (OFFICE OF AIR FORCE HISTORY), 1987 
109  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
110  As referenced in the Charlie Chan film of 1940 mentioned above. 
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Civilian Canal Zone defence personnel received gas mask and air recognition training111.   

 

Military dependents, wives and children, were evacuated during 1941 – an indication of the 

expectation of an attack then being thought likely.   

 

From mid-Summer 1941, the Aircraft Warning Stations and anti-aircraft defences had been 

on continuous alert, with locks and other sensitive areas under armed guard and transit 

guards on all vessels transiting the Canal.  The bomber units and some fighter units were on 

24-hour alert, with air patrols (as availability of aircraft permitted) supplementing the 

continuous surface patrols undertaken by the Navy112. 

 

Aviation was not the exclusive concern of the US Army. There was also the naval aviation 

facility, with 3 aircraft hangars and a blimp hangar113, plus ramps for flying-boats114, at the 

Coco Solo submarine base near Colon.   

 

PBY-1 Catalina flying boat of US Navy VP-3 squadron based at Coco Solo 

 

 
111  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
112  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
113  Blimps were non-rigid airships, which the Navy used for patrol and reconnaissance duties.  Though used 

widely for anti-submarine duties off the US east coast and in the European theatre, as well as the Caribbean, 

no operations appear to have been conducted from Panama during the war. 
114  Coco Solo was an early base for examples of the famous PBY Catalina, with PBY-1 of US Navy squadron VP-

3 in the mid- to late 1930s. 
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An Army railroad that ran between artillery stations in the Canal Zone, carrying ammunition, 

men and supplies 

 

During the war, the US constructed in the Canal Zone and elsewhere 9 new airbases and 

aerodromes, 10 bases for ground forces, 30 aircraft warning stations, 634 searchlight and 

anti-aircraft positions, and various other facilities, including the Coco Solo Naval Hospital to 

the south-east of the Naval Air Station – at a total cost, in 1940 dollars, of $1.36 billion.   

 

Given the higher risk level given the air attacks, under the new war planning adopted in 

1939 it became US policy to prevent the development of any potentially hostile airbases on 

land that could threaten the Canal – either to attack the Canal itself, or to support a surface 

attack or landings.  As mentioned later, this threat was not an entirely notional one, given 

German influence and presence in parts of South America, and the Panama Declaration of 

1939 (see below) was one of the measures taken to counter the threat. 

 

The construction work involved with the defence expansion necessitated bringing to 

Panama of workers from the Caribbean and other Central American states – something that 

did not prove popular with the Panamanian Government.  By 1942, there were over 65,000 

workers in Panama, employed by the US to work on construction of defence facilities.  Only 
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a relatively small proportion were those “imported” by the US, but they were regarded as 

essential to resolve the labour shortage encountered in the rapid expansion required by the 

defence plans. 

 

As already mentioned, the US had also built the first trans-isthmus highway, which opened 

(mainly for military traffic) in 1942.  Other roads, and a bridge across the Canal were 

completed.  Work also began in 1940 on a new, third, set of locks(see above), large enough 

to accommodate the planned 58,000-ton Montana-class battleships on order in 1940, and 

with construction of these locks scheduled by 1946.  However, in 1942 the US Navy 

postponed indefinitely Montana class and the plans for the new locks were also 

suspended115.  The Army had also had concerns that a ship transiting the Canal could be 

blown up to destroy one or more of the existing locks, and it agreed with the Navy that a 

solution was a third set of locks some distance from the others.  While the Navy changed its 

mind after cancelling the super battleships, the Army also became worried that the new 

locks would be a further target in an attempt to drain the Gatun Lake, and so cripple the 

Canal. 

 

Amongst the other defences mooted for the Canal were camouflage nets and the creation 

of dummy locks to deceive an air attacker.  Neither proved feasible.   

 

However, another suggestion that was taken up was to lay down a smokescreen.  Such an 

approach had been first considered in 1930, but it was not until 1942 that smoke generators 

were ordered into place to protect certain installations.  Thousands of “smoke pot” smoke 

generators were employed, including on barges in the Canal itself.  The smoke screen 

defences were first tested by the Chemical Warfare Service at Pedro Miguel Locks in 

February 1942, and this revealed that an effective screen could be laid down in 30 minutes.  

However, its effectiveness (and the complicating side-effects) were queried and, the original 

ambitious plan to provide widespread smokescreen protection was to be cut back, with 

 
115   Concern of the threat of Japanese bombing also influenced the plans.  Whilst the new locks were never 

completed, the work undertaken would later assist in the Canal expansion project of the 21st Century.   
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capabilities provided only for the locks and dams.  Even so, in late 1943, both the 

smokescreen and barrage balloon projects were abandoned116. 

 

A further, and bizarre, aerial defence installed in 1942 was the so-called “killer curtain”, an 

aerial cable draw net situated near the Pedro Miguel Locks, designed to deter low-flying 

torpedo-bombers.  It was normally only raised into position during an alert, this taking 

around 5 minutes.  However, its only victim was a US Army Air Force (USAAF) O-47 

observation aircraft, which hit it in 1943, when the falling curtain also fell across the 

railroad’s electricity transmission line, disrupting power supplies and railway traffic.  As it 

had proved more of a liability than a benefit, this form of defence was subsequently 

discarded.  

 

PT Boats (motor torpedo boats) in the Canal 

 

ARMY AIRFIELD USE UNTIL THE 1930s 

The original 1903 Treaty had set out a procedure (available in perpetuity, like the rights to 

the Canal Zone itself) whereby the US could acquire, the use, occupation and control of land 

outside the Canal Zone.  Where private land, as opposed to public land, was involved this 

involved a payment to the owner, based on pre-1903 land values.  For the use of private 

 
116  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
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land (or, indeed, public land occupied by squatters), no formal agreement from the 

Panamanian government was necessary, it being, in effect, a purely commercial 

arrangement. 

During and just after World War 1, the US did acquire small additional areas, but it was not 

until the 1930s, when the US wanted considerably more, suitable territory for the 

establishment of airfields and other essential defences that real problems arose. 

In 1933, the War Department notified the State Department of the military need for 

additional airfields within Panamanian territory, with 7 sites then being identified.  This 

need was then communicated to the Government of Panama.  The latter expressed a 

willingness to enter into negotiations over public land, and reminding the US of the need for 

the payment of rent for private land, as well as expressing a need for any facilities to also be 

available for official and private aviation of Panama itself. 

As mentioned elsewhere, during the period 1931-41, the USAAC is said to made use of some 

60 places described as airfields in Panama, but except for Rio Hato (see below), none was in 

continuous operational use and most remained essentially ordinary fields117.  It appeared 

that most were used on the basis of being available, rather than for their strategic or tactical 

importance.  Arrangements were generally made, more or less informally, with the local 

landowner.  In one example, a landing site was used, without formal lease, for an annual 

payment of $600 to a landowner who had, in turn, leased the property involved from the 

government. 

In 1935, a report said that 25 landing field had been identified, reconnoitred, and improved, 

with the list of such sites forwarded to Panamanian officials. 

Where public land was involved, the procedure that was provided for under the 1903 treaty 

was for the commanding general to forward a formal request to the Governor of the Canal 

Zone, who would in turn notify the President of Panama that the defined areas were 

“necessary and convenient for the construction, maintenance, sanitation and protection of 

the Panama Canal”.  The President would issue a Decree which prevented any subsequent 

transfer of the land for speculation and, if owned by the Panamanian Government, no 

further negotiations were required118. 

 
117 Furthermore, it seems no accurate records of such use was kept until 1933, when sites then in use were 

surveyed, and notes on them prepared for use by USAAC pilots. 
118  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 
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Albrook Army Airfield (hangars and Albrook Airstrip) and adjacent PAD (Panama Air Depot) 

Area; Balboa and port of Balboa in background. (US Army Photo, 1978) 

 

4 THE MACHINATIONS OF PAN AMERICAN 

 

In the immediate pre-war period the US Government policy on aviation and air defence in 

Latin America involved 3 major objectives119 – 

• elimination of commercial airlines owned, controlled, or manned by Axis nationals, 

and their replacement by US or locally controlled companies;  

• development of airfields and airway facilities of a nature that would permit the 

projection of US military airpower into strategic areas; and  

• other preparations that would permit air operations120 to begin at once in the event 

of an actual or imminently threatened hostile air attack121. 

 

 
119  US Army in World War II, The Western Hemisphere: The Framework of Hemisphere Defense by Stetson 

Conn and Byron Fairchild (Center of Military History, US Army), 1989: 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/index.htm 
120  It was not the airlines’ aircraft that were seen as the real threat, instead it was felt that it was “obvious that 

the ground facilities, the radio and photographic equipment, and the personnel of those lines would have been 

of utmost value to an invading army…offered a means whereby Axis agents could enter South America, 

lightweight strategic raw materials could be smuggled out, and, most importantly, observation of American 

and British merchant shipping and land or maritime military movements could occur undetected”: 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
121  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
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In 1929, Pan American and the WR Grace and Company shipping line announced the 

formation of Pan American Grace Airways Inc to further Pan American’s expansion in South 

America 

 

The main tool for the achievement of these objectives was Pan American Airways122, which 

had a dominant role in Latin American aviation by 1938, although largely without any official 

backing from the US Government – except that provided by means of substantial mail 

subsidies.  By 1940, slightly more than half of Pan American’s route mileage was accounted 

for by Latin American operations, and during the 1930s the company gradually absorbed or 

invested in a number of smaller companies in Latin America.  By the spring of 1940, the Pan 

American Airways system operated from over 250 airfields in Latin America and the 

Caribbean.   

 

However, in South America its position was being challenged, particularly by airlines seen to 

be subsidised by the German and Italian governments123, setting the stage for competition 

 
122  The Pan American Airways Corporation, originally known as Aviation Corporation of the Americas, was 

formed in 1928 for the primary purpose of obtaining the necessary capital to enable an airline bid for various 

foreign airmail contracts to Latin America from the US Postmaster General under the Foreign Air Mail Act 

1928.  These included Foreign Air Mail Route (FAM) No 5 for service between Miami and the Canal Zone (the 

airline having determined that if it received such a contract then it could ask for extension services beyond the 

Canal Zone to and along the western coast of South America).  See: Flying the Andes: The Story of Pan 

American Grace Airways and Commercial Aviation in South America 1926-67, William A. Krusen, Stephen 

Morrill, Harold R. Harris (University of Tampa Press), 1997. 
123  For more information see https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
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that, whilst ostensibly commercial, was in fact, to some extent, a proxy struggle between 

the US and Axis states124. 

 

The US Government would oppose the establishment of any new services by US airline 

operations south of Mexico City that would compete with Pan American, and until the 

European-controlled airlines in South America were eliminated, it would not take action to 

lessen the strength and effectiveness of the Pan American system, it being a tool of US 

official policy125. 

 

For example, in 1939, a plan was hatched for the creation of a holding company in the US, 

having subsidies in Latin American countries, which would finance the purchase of foreign-

controlled local airlines.  While this particular plan did not progress, it remains an illustration 

of the moves contemplated or undertaken126. 

 

As mentioned elsewhere, Pan American had gained an interest in the German-controlled 

Colombian airline SCADTA, from as early as 1931, but contrived to keep its interests from 

both the Colombian and US Governments until January 1939.  It then publicly acknowledged 

its ownership and began purging German personnel from November 1939 and, by June 

1940, it had (with the collaboration of the US State Department and the authorities in 

Colombia) been able to remove most of the German influence and a new company called 

AVIANCA was set up, owned jointly by Pan American and the Colombian government127.  

The German pilots and other staff set up a new airline called ARCO, which was itself bought 

out by ARCO in 1941, after the War Department and State Department had agreed to repay 

Pan American for its costs in “de-Germanising” the airlines in Colombia128. 

 
124  “The United States, through the use of Pan American Airways, would attempt to fortify the Western 

Hemisphere, block German expansion into South and Central America, and build a chain of Latin American air 

bases that would form the building blocks for an offensive and defensive strategy during World War 2”: War 

Plan Juan: The Strategy of Juan Trippe and Pan Am in Latin America and Africa Before and During World War II 

a thesis by Matthew F Brady (School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, Air University, Maxwell AFB), June 

2012: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
125  The commercial benefits to the airline are obvious – in 1945, it controlled 50% of all US air traffic in South 

America and 98% in the Caribbean: https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
126  Ibid. 
127  On 14 June 1940, Aerovías Nacionales de Colombia SA (which became AVIANCA) was constituted; the 

company resulting from the integration of SCADTA and Servicio Aéreo Colombiano – SACO. 
128  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
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In Ecuador, a different method of replacing German influence was employed.  A German-

owned local airline called SEDTA129 owned only 2 obsolete aircraft, but nevertheless 

provided indispensable services to the struggling Ecuadorian economy.  After SEDTA 

announced plans for a service to the Galapagos Islands (a focus of US security concerns on 

connection with the Canal), the US Government provided funds to Pan American Grace 

Airways (Panagra) to enable it to set up a rival airline, which began services in December 

1940, with both equipment and services superior to those of SEDTA.  However, SEDTA 

managed to maintain a reduced service until its aircraft and property was requisitioned by 

the Ecuador government in September 1941130. 

 

In Panama itself, in Autumn 1940, a British-owned airline based in El Salvador called TACA131 

applied for permission to extend its services to the Canal Zone.  The background to the 

application was that the US airline, American Export Airlines (AEA) had agreed in October 

1940 to purchase TACA, planning to use it to connect with its continental US rotes and 

extend operations throughout the Caribbean.  This, of course, was counter to the US policy 

of supporting Pan American, and the latter opposed the TACA-AEA application at the Civil 

Aeronautics Board (CAB) in the US132. 

 

However, the bid was supported by the commanding general of the Panama Canal 

Department, with the owner of TACA being strongly pro-US and with most of its employees 

being American.  TACA also had control of a network of 115 landing fields throughout 5 

Central American states, many of them equipped with radio facilities, and it was felt that 

TACA could render invaluable assistance in a surveillance role, and in assisting Army air 

operations in the region.  The general, the State Department and War Department all 

supported the TACA application for access to the Canal Zone, as soon as it could be 

 
129  Owned by Deutsche Lufthansa through an Ecuadorian company.  It made a practice of flying Ecuadorian 

government officials at reduced rates, sometimes free of charge: 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
130  Ibid. 
131  Transportes Aereos del Continente Americano, founded in El Salvador by a New Zealander in 1931. By 1934 

it had expanded into Central America, operating in El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama 

and flying a fleet of 14 aircraft: https://www.aviancacargo.com/eng/com/history.aspx 
132  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
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“Americanised” (i.e. acquired by AEA).  Pan American continued to oppose the 

application133, but in December 1941 the CAB approved access to the Canal Zone by TACA, 

but rejected the planned takeover by AEA.  TACA was to continue services to the Canal 

Zone, and cooperate with the US Army throughout the war134. 

 

Another role of Pan American was its programme to construct or improve airfields across 

Latin America, from Mexico to Uruguay, both for its own purposes and for the purposes of 

US policy generally135.  President Roosevelt entrusted to Pan American the task of expanding 

its existing commercial airfields in Latin America and of building a string of new airports, 

ostensibly designed for civilian air transport, but actually to provide a chain of military bases 

for the US136.  General George Marshall said of this Airport Development Program that “the 

immediate conclusion of the PAA contract is now more essential to our national defense than any 

other matter”137. 

 

By November 1944, the Airport Development Program was said to have built or improved 

airfields at 40 locations, and it is said that they were sufficiently ready by the end of 1941 to 

permit the rapid reinforcement of the Canal Zone in an emergency, and in 1942 to help cope 

with the submarine threat in the Caribbean, providing a vital air link138.  Pan American was 

already expanding and improving its operations in South America and by the summer of 1940, it 

already owned 216 airports and 55% of the routes in Latin America139.  In other words, when the US 

Government requested Pan American undertake the construction of new airports and the expansion 

of existing ones, “it was only asking the company to do what it had already been doing on a much 

smaller scale and in a less hurried manner”140. 

 

 

 

 
133  And had already managed to supplant the airline in Guatemala: 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
134  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
135  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
136  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
137  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
138  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
139  History: Latin American Division Air Routes (PAA Archives). 
140  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
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5 MORE ON WARTIME US AIR BASES (AND WHAT BECAME OF THEM) 

 

The first US air units had arrived in Panama in 1917, being assigned to the Panama Canal 

Department – the senior US Army headquarters.  During World War 1, the squadron141 was 

used on U-boat patrol from Cristobal, the port near Colon at the Atlantic end of the Canal.  It 

used several airfields before being permanently based at the airstrip at Coco Field, which 

became France Field142 in May 1918. 

 

 

Northrop A-17 (probably A-17A?) in pre-war markings over Rio Hato Gunnery Camp143 

As already mentioned, in 1932, the Panama Canal Department was divided into 3 

commands, and would remain so until 1940 (before reverting to a similar split at the end of 

the war) – the commands being called Atlantic, Pacific and Department Troops, with USAAC 

units placed under the latter144.  In 1934, the USAAC 19th Composite Wing was organised 

 
141  The 7th Aero Squadron was equipped with Curtiss JN-4 Jenny 2-seater biplanes and Curtiss R-3 and R-3 

float-equipped biplanes.  It was commanded by a Captain HH Arnold, later General “Hap” Arnold, the World 

War 2 USAAF commander, and its only 5-star general. 
142  Located just east of the current harbour in Colon, it is now Enrique Adolfo Jiménez Airport (Aeropuerto 

Enrique Adolfo Jiménez).  It was established by the US Army in 1918.  Later renamed the France Army Air Force 

Base, and the France Air Force Base from March 1948, closing in November 1949 and turned over to the 

Panamanian government and made a civilian airport, although US control continued until 1973, with 

occasional use as a satellite of Albrook Air Force Base. 
143  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof172.htm The A-17 and A-17A series of single-

engine attack bombers were the backbone of the USAAC attack aircraft strength during the late 1930s.  It was 

well-armed, had a good performance, was reliable and dependable, and was widely exported. Although a fairly 

advanced design when it first appeared, the A-17 was rapidly eclipsed by advancing technology and soon 

became obsolescent. Even before the US entry into the war, the A-17 had been taken out of frontline service 

with the USAAC and largely relegated to training roles. It saw no combat in US markings, but its export versions 

did see some action, and some were still in use in Panama. 
144  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
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within the Panama Canal Department, headquartered at Albrook Field.  It was reorganised 

as the 19th Wing in 1937, expanded and remaining headquartered at Albrook Field. 

 

 

P-39Q Airacobra of 30th Fighter Squadron at Panama Air Depot in March 1945145 

 

“Air Defenses of the Panama Canal 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941”, prepared by the 

AAF Historical Office in January 1946146, said that the air arm of the Canal Zone defences 

experienced a period of unprecedented peacetime expansion in the late 1930s and the 

conception of Canal defence broadened to include the entire Caribbean area.  However, it 

also said that prior to 1939 the USAAC had maintained in the Canal Zone only as many 

aircraft and aircrew as its limited appropriations would allow, and that the equipment was 

generally “outmoded” and “was of doubtful value in protecting the Canal”. 

 

Headquartered at Albrook Field, the Panama Canal Air Force, an Army command, was 

established in November 1940, as the command for the USAAC units based in and defending 

the Canal Zone.  It was redesignated the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941, as part of the 

 
145  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:30th_Fighter_Squadron_P-39Q_-

_47_at_Panama_Air_Depot_Mar_1945.jpg 
146  “Air Defenses of the Panama Canal 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941”, Army Air Forces Historical Studies 

No.42, prepared by AAF Historical Office, January 1946, by Miss Kathleen Williams of the Combat Operational 

History Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
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overall Caribbean Defense Command, and then became the 6th Air Force in September 

1942147, retaining that title until 1946.   

 

SOME NOTES ON FRANCE FIELD  

This was established at Coco Solo, near Colon on the Atlantic coast, with the first US Army 

Air Service148 unit in Panama, the 7th Aero Squadron, organised there in 1917.  The base 

named France Field after the first Army pilot killed in the Canal Zone, 1st Lieutenant Howard 

J France, who crashed in a seaplane in Gatun Lake in April 1918. 

During the early 1920s France Field was expanded.  At the time, the defence of the Canal 

was the principal overseas responsibility of the US Army Air Service (considered more 

important than that of the Philippines, another US protectorate, or even Hawaii).  

Therefore, though it was reduced in size in the postwar period, and underwent several 

changes in name149, what had been the 7th Aero Squadron remained active in the Canal 

Zone.  It was joined by the 24th Pursuit Squadron150and the 25th Bombardment Squadron 

with fighters and bombers respectively, which were activated in January 1923.  These air 

assets were assigned to the Panama Canal Department, the US Army headquarters in the 

Canal Zone. 

 
147  In 1946, it was again renamed, as the Caribbean Air Command.  Later, from 1963 to 1976, 

US Air Forces Southern Command was to have its headquarters at what had become by then 

Albrook Air Force Base: https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station 
148  The USAAS became the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) in 1926, and the US Army Air Force (USAAF) in 1941.  In 

1947, the US Air Force was separated from the Army (although the Army retained aviation units and aircraft) 

as a distinct service in its own right. 
149  Becoming, for example, the 7th Observation Squadron in 1922. 
150  Under the 1922 designation system adopted by the USAAS and USAAC, “pursuit” meant “fighter”. 
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France Field remained the only operational airfield in the Canal Zone, but then from 1924 

what became Albrook Field151 began to be used, being near the Pacific end of the Canal. 

By 1930, the 19th Composite Wing had been formed by the USAAC in the Canal Zone in 1929 

as a central command authority for the Air Corps assets and was activated in April 1931.  It 

comprised the units already mentioned, plus the 44th Observation Squadron (which 

relocated to Albrook Field in 1932), and 4 authorised, but inactive, additional pursuit 

squadrons152. 

It was also noted between the wars that the greater rainfall on the Atlantic coast made 

France Field a “sea of mud” for 9 months of each year153, with a “coral runway” of only 

2,700 feet, incapable of extension, and considered unsuitable for large or heavily-loaded 

aircraft.  These unfavourable characteristics were said to point to the need for another 

airfield at the Pacific end of the Canal, and to explain why the newer Albrook Field rapidly 

become the centre of both USAAC and commercial aviation activities in the Zone. 

During the 1930s, France Field was modernised and upgraded, with additional units 

assigned to it as international tension rose. 

In 1935, it received its first monoplanes, Martin B-10 twin-engine bombers for the 25th 

Bombardment Squadron. 

At the time of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, at France Field there was the 32nd Pursuit 

Group, with 3 squadrons154 equipped with P-40 Warhawk fighters, the 6th Bombardment 

Group with 2 bomber squadrons155 with largely obsolescent B-18 Bolo twin-engine medium 

bombers (soon supplemented by early model B-17B Flying Fortress 4-engine bombers 

which, though later supplemented by improved B-17E models, were then surrendered, with 

 
151  This was named for 1st Lieutenant Frank P Albrook, who had been killed in an aircraft accident in 1924.  The 

airfield had originally been named Balboa Fill Landing Field (the “Fill” denoting the spoil removed from the 

excavation of the Canal, also used to link the offshore islands in Bay of Panama to the mainland). 
152  These and the aforementioned 24th Pursuit Squadron, comprised the 20th Pursuit Group, headquartered in 

California but with units deployed to Panama.  2 of the inactive units subsequently activated, in 1930 and 

1933, in the US and the 78th Pursuit Squadron at France Field in 1931.  The remaining one, the 80th Pursuit 

Squadron did not activate until January 1942, and then in New York State as part of a different Group.  
153  As now, Panama enjoys a “dry season”, November-April, with increasing rain and severe thunderstorms 

from then, peaking in September/October.  Whilst it does experience the side or after-effects of tropical 

storms, it does not suffer hurricanes in the same way as other parts of the Caribbean and Central America. 
154  The 51st, 52nd and 53rd Pursuit Squadrons. 
155  The 3rd and 25th Bombardment Squadrons. 
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one unit continuing to use various marks of B-18 and a single A-17A single-engine attack 

bomber), and the 1st Air Depot Group which consisted of a single transport squadron156. 

 

An early-model B-17E over Panama in 1942 

During World War 2 the units based at France Field were involved in protection of the 

Atlantic end of the Canal, and deploying aircraft or anti-submarine patrols over the 

Caribbean. 

At the end of the war, France Field was downgraded, with most units moving to Albrook 

Field or Howard Field.  It was renamed France Air Force Base by the new US Air Force in 

March 1948, but was deactivated on 1 November 1949 and became Colon Airport, a civilian 

airport for the Canal Zone.  However, the USAF retained jurisdiction over the airport until 

1973 and occasionally used it as a satellite of Albrook Air Force Base157. 

 

During the period 1931-41, the USAAC is said to made use of some 60 places described as 

airfields in Panama, but except for Rio Hato (see below), none was in continuous 

operational use and most remained essentially just fields available for landings and take-

off158. 

 

As noted below, formal use began of Rio Hato in 1931.  This was in the Coclé province east 

of Panama City and outside the Canal Zone.  It became the Rio Hato Army Air Base and was 

used until 1948, when facilities outside the Canal Zone were returned to Panamanian 

 
156  Activated in 1940, initially with just 1 aircraft, and operating in Panama until deactivated in 1949. 
157  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/France_Air_Force_Base 
158  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 
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Government control – though it continued as an auxiliary landing field for Howard Air Force 

Base until 1990. 

ACQUIRING RIO HATO 

Prior to World War 2, Rio Hato became regarded as the most important USAAC air base in 

Panama, having been used from 1931.  It was the only major US defence installation outside 

the Canal Zone and was 50 miles south-west of the Pacific entrance to the Canal. 

During World War 1, the site had operated as an Army disciplinary camp, and then as an 

artillery range.  Its use for aircraft began in the mid-1920s when its owner prepared a 

landing strip and invited Army pilots to use it (for no costs, it appeared, under what has 

been described as a “gentleman’s agreement”). 

By 1931, the airfield had acquired something like a semi-official status and, in 1934, it was 

recommended by the commanding officer of the 16th Pursuit (i.e. fighter) Group that the 

site be considered for use as an operational base.  The site was accordingly improved and 

developed using USAAC funds. 

Then, in 1935, part of the site was formally leased159 by the USAAC (for a nominal costs of 

$1 per year) for use in aerial bombing and gunnery training, without affecting the other use 

of the airfield (nor the continued free use of the rest). 

In 1936, representations were made to the owner about leasing the entire site of around 

19,000 acres (76.8 sq km), and he offered to sell it or give a 10-year lease with an option for 

a 10-year extension (with the USAAC paying any property taxes due to the Panamanian 

government). 

However, in 1936 the new US-Panama treaty160, was signed and this made the defence of 

the Canal (and the associated responsibility for acquiring the necessary land outside the 

Canal Zone) the mutual responsibility of both the US and Panamanian governments.  This 

had the effect of the US losing its more or less automatic right to acquire public land 

necessary for the defence of the Canal.  While the Treaty did not take effect until 1939, its 

signing nevertheless affected the attitude to the acquisition of additional property. 

 
159  For 6 months, with annual renewals until June 1939; with the USAAC obliged to vacate the property within 

30 days should it be sold by the lessor. 
160  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-

treaty-1936 
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In 1937, the commanding general of the Panama Canal Department recommended to the 

US War Department that the entire Rio Hato site be purchased and developed, concerned 

that military interests would be adversely affected should the lessor die or the property 

change hands.  In fact, the owner had told the general that other parties had expressed an 

interest in buying part of the site, and the owner had proposed a new, amended lease of 

extended periods be implemented instead.  As a result, in 1938, a new lease for $200 a 

month for the entire Rio Hato site was signed on 1 January 1938, the lease running to at 

least 31 December 1942, and with a purchase option. 

In August 1939, the US Army Corps of Engineers acquired $2.5 million to improve the road 

from the Canal Zone to Rio Hato, and, in late 1939, the 11th Engineers began to improve the 

airfield. Construction accelerated in the summer of 1940 when materials and heavy 

equipment arrived by sea.  That year the rainy season lasted from May to December and the 

Canal Zone’s department engineer, complained that “the clayey earth became a soft sticky 

gumbo”. The 11th Engineers also built a 2,000-man camp for the 9th Bombardment Group, 

which arrived in November 1940. 

Despite having safeguarded use of the Rio Hato site, at least for the time being, the 

commanding general nevertheless maintained that the site should be purchased outright161.  

As the 1936 Treaty was not yet then in force, he recommended that War Department move 

to purchase under the terms of the original 1903 Treaty. 

 

The War Department rejected the general’s recommendation, partly on budgetary grounds, 

but also because, should it be necessary in the event of a war, the Army would be able use 

 
161  He also mentioned that a local bank held a mortgage on the property, and if foreclosed use of the site 

could be affected. 
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any land in Panama for defence purposes.  However, this led to something of a crisis in 

1941. 

With war seeming increasingly likely, in June 1941 the War Department called for Rio Hato 

to be formally transferred to US control, as the original lease only ran until 31 December 

1942 and it faced an annual renewal process thereafter.  However, the Land Lease Board in 

Panama told the US representative that, as Rio Hato had not been included in the list of 

defence sites necessary for the defence of the Canal and already under discussion, the 

formal authorisation of President Arias (who had been inaugurated in 1940) would be 

necessary.  However, this brought difficulties and delays as the Arias administration (which 

was pro-German and resistant to US demands) was not disposed to honour agreements 

from previous administrations, and requested a new, formal lease be submitted.  Whilst 

some resolution was reached on other sites, the problems around Rio Hato remained, with 

it really only being fully resolved after President Arias was removed in 1942162. 

 

 

Martin B-10 bombers of the USAAC at Albrook Field in the 1930s163 

 

 
162  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 
163  Although obsolete by the outbreak of World War 2, the all-metal B-10 monoplane bomber had been 

considered a very modern, innovative design in the mid-1930s, with its internal bomb-bay, retractable landing 

gear, enclosed cockpit and rotating gun turrets.  The 121 ordered by the USAAC in the mid-1930s had been its 

largest procurement of bomber aircraft since the end of World War 1. 
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A B-10 bomber at Albrook Field after an emergency landing in the 1930s164 

 

After France Field, the second permanent Army airfield was Albrook Field, which opened in 

1932, construction having been authorised in 1928 and actual work beginning in 1930.  

During the 1930s it was expanded, and the runways improved, with hard surface runways 

being introduced in 1939, the original runways having been considered unsuitable for all-

weather flying.  As noted elsewhere, this airfield fulfilled a need for air defence facilities at 

the Pacific end of the Canal, and was located near to Panama City.  On the south-east side of 

the airfield was a commercial air terminal, camouflaged during the war and used by Pan 

American.  To the north of the airfield was Fort Clayton, with Balboa to the south.   

 

During the war it was home to many fighter and bomber units, was the headquarters of the 

6th Air Force and home to the Panama Air Depot.  Also known as Albrook Army Airfield, until 

it became Albrook Air Force Base in 1948 (with the creation of the new US Air Force)165 166. 

 
164  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof642.htm 
165  In 1975, it was downgraded to become Albrook Air Force Station, the control tower closed and aircraft and 

units moved to Howard AFB.  Much of the site was transferred to the Panamanian Government in 1979.  It was 

officially closed altogether and handed over to the Panamanian Government in 1997.  It was refurbished and 

reopened in its current form as a civilian airport in 1999. 
166  It is now found alongside Albrook Mall, the largest shopping mall in Latin America166, and is known as 

Albrook Airport or Marcos A Gelabert International Airport: 

https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html  

Ironically, the Army and Air Force Exchange Service, a Department of Defense agency, operated postwar an 

“Albrook Mall” in various buildings on the base that became the primary shopping area for troops stationed 

there, not just USAF personnel: https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station 
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At Albrook Field, the Panama Air Depot (PAD) built during WW2 was housed in a huge 

hangar.  In 1939, it had around 700 civilian employees, together with a small number of 

USAAC officers and enlisted men.  Its roles were to store and supply USAAC supplies, and 

provided maintenance and repair facilities for all aircraft in the Canal Zone167. 

 

USAAF P-38 Lightning fighter at France Field 

 

A third airfield opened in 1939 as Howard Field, on the other side of the Pacific entrance to 

the Canal, i.e. on the South American side of the divide, on the Canal Bruja Point Military 

Reservation, and on 1 December 1939 it was renamed Howard Field168.  Hosting both 

fighters and bombers during the war, from 1941, it was deactivated in 1950 and the 

property (which had by then become a US Air Force site169) turned over to the US Army170. 

 

Howard Field, which was originally part of Fort Kobbe at the Pacific end of the Canal Zone, 

expanded dramatically from 1940.  Rushed to completion by the Constructing 

Quartermaster, 10,000 acres of impenetrable vegetation at Howard were transformed into 

a “thriving, highly-industrialised city of 5,000 inhabitants”.  The work was completed in less 

than a year and it became an independent installation in June 1941.  All structures were 

 
167  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
168  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43 
169  The USAF had been formed in 1947, replacing the former US Army Air Force. 
170  The USAF continued to make use of Howard in training and, in 1961, all USAF flight operations relocated to 

Howard once more – becoming an important asset, with a 8,500-feet runway, described as best US airfield 

south of the Rio Grande.  The last US fixed-wing aircraft left in May 1999, and the base turned over to Panama 

in November.  It is now Panama Pacifico International Airport and, under Law 41 in 2004, the Panama Pacifico 

special economic zone (or ‘free zone’). 
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permanent buildings of concrete and steel designed to withstand the rigors of the harsh 

climate.  The concrete runway was constructed by the Severin Company, which provided its 

own equipment and labour - the Constructing Quartermaster oversaw the grading and 

supplied the needed materials. More than 85,000 square yards of concrete were placed by 

Panamanian labourers in 21 days.  The new concrete was first covered with water-soaked 

burlap, followed by a coat of black asphalt emulsion to avoid cracking caused by high 

temperatures and rapid evaporation during curing171. 

 

In 1941, the commander of the Caribbean Air Force pressed for the completion of 9 auxiliary 

airfields in Panama.  Technically, the Quartermaster Corps was still responsible for the 

construction, but the Constructing Quartermaster was over-extended and the US Army 

Corps of Engineers insisted that engineers be allowed to complete the work.  Beginning in 

March, 2 companies of the 11th Engineers were assigned to the fields and were assisted by 

the 805th Engineer Aviation Company.  Their goal was to accomplish as much work as 

possible before the start of the rainy season. By June 1941, 6 emergency landing strips were 

graded and ready to receive aircraft172. 

 

Many other airfields or airstrips were established throughout Panama during WW2 –  

• Anton Army Airfield, an auxiliary to Howard Field173;  

• Calzada Larga in the province of Panama, which was used 1942-44, including for the 

training of glider transport pilots174;  

• Chame Army Airfield, aka Airdrome or Chame Airfield #1, in the province pf Panama 

Oeste and used as an auxiliary of Howard Field 1942-45175;  

• David Army Airfield (aka San Jose Field)176, another auxiliary of Howard Field but 

located in the far east of Panama, near the city of David Sur and built by the US 

 
171  https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
172  Leading the Way: The History of Air Force Civil Engineers 1907-2012 by R. Christopher Goodwin & 

Associates Inc on behalf of the Air Force Civil Engineering Support Agency, 2012: 

https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
173  This airfield no longer exists. 
174  This continues to exist as Calzada Larga Airport, a general aviation airport for the town of Caimitillo.  See 

later reference to the Striking Force, which included glider landing troops. 
175  This still exists. 
176  Now the Enrique Malek International Airport. 
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under the 1941 agreement for bases outside the Canal Zone, with bomber units 

based there until 1945; 

• La Chorerra Army Airfield, on the southern side of the Canal, associated with Albrook 

Field and later Howard Army Air Base, with mainly fighter units being based there 

1941-44; 

• Madden Army Airfield, established in 1944 and used as a base for fighters, with the 

intended role of defending the Madden Lake and Dam (which were part of the 

reservoir arrangements to main water levels for the Canal); 

• Patilla Point Army Airfield, also established in 1944 and overlooking Panama Bay on 

the Pacific, this was another base for fighters for the defence of the Canal; and 

• Pocri Army Airfield (aka Pocri Auxiliary Aerodrome), like others was established in 

1944 as a fighter base and an auxiliary to Howard Field177.  It was located in the 

Azuero peninsula on the eastern edge of Panama Bay. 

 

 

B-24D Liberators of USAAF over Rio Hato in 1944 

 

As already noted, in the lead-up to hostilities in 1940, a new organisation had been created 

in the form of the Panama Canal Air Force178, as a major command of the US Army Air Corps 

 
177  It no longer exists, having been built over. 
178  As noted later, there was always confusion about the correct title. It sometimes being referred to as the 

Panama Air Force, the Panama Canal Air Force, or the Caribbean Defense Air Force.  Even its official letterhead 

bore an incorrect title, as “Headquarters, Panama Canal Air Force”: 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
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(the USAAC, which became the US Army Air Force or USAAF in 1942, and the US Air Force or 

USAF in 1947).  In 1942, with the creation of the USAAF, and a further reorganisation, the 6th 

Air Force came into being, subsuming the Panama Canal Air Force, as the command with 

responsibility for all USAAF operations in the Caribbean and Central and South America179,  

In Panama itself, the Caribbean Defense Command was the senior US Army headquarters 

from 1941 to 1947, with a USAAF component as the Caribbean Interceptor Command 

(renamed later in 1941 as the 6th Interceptor Command, part of the 6th Air Force). 

 

While the principal mission of the air forces in Panama was, of course, defence of the Canal, 

the first major wartime function was in conducting anti-submarine patrols in the Caribbean 

and Gulf of Mexico.  As mentioned elsewhere, bases and operations extended out from 

Panama as far as the Galapagos Islands and Peru in the Pacific and Cuba and Dutch Guiana 

in the Caribbean – and even to Brazil, to protect the transatlantic services to North Africa. 

 

VI Bomber Command (comprising up to 4 bomber groups) was formed in 1941 at Albrook 

Field, as part of the 6th Air Force and was used on anti-submarine patrols until deactivated in 

November 1946180. 

 

XXVI Fighter Command was activated in the Canal Zone in March 1942 as XXVI Interceptor 

Command, part of the 6th Air Force, changing its title in May 1942.  It was deactivated in 

August 1946.  Based at Albrook Field, it comprised 4 fighter groups181. 

 

The 6th Fighter Wing was constituted as the 6th Pursuit Wing in October 1940, activated in 

December and then deactivated on 7 December 1941.  Redesignated as the 6th Fighter Wing 

and reactivated in June 1942, it had no combat groups assigned to it, and was transferred to 

the 8th Air Force in the UK in August 1942182. 

 

12th Bombardment Wing was activated in the Canal Zone in November 1940, deactivated in 

March 1942 before being reactivated in the US in September. 

 

 
179  The 6th Air Force, as part of the Caribbean Defense Command, operated over the same area of control. 
180  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
181  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
182  It was reconstituted in August 1946 in the Canal Zone, but deactivated in 1948 before being reassigned to 

the US in the 1950s as a Strategic Air Command unit: 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
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Also based in Panama were armed rescue boats (performing a similar role to the air-sea 

rescue launches operated by the RAF in the English Channel and North Sea during the 

war).  These were deployed to save aircrew who crashed or had to ditch their plane. 

During the war Emergency Rescue Boats were manned by USAAF183 personnel and 

organised into Emergency Rescue Boat Squadrons (ERBS). They were officially 

designated Air Rescue Boats (ARB)184.  The 12th ERBS covered the Western 

Caribbean, including all of Panama and the surrounding waters of the Pacific, and part of 

South America.  See below for more information on these boats. 

 

One of the duties performed by the rescue boats was to ferry personnel and provide 

connections with San Jose Island in the Pearl Islands, about 50 miles off the mainland, 

where the Army was conducting chemical tests mentioned elsewhere. 

 

 

P-258, a 42-feet ARB of 12th ERBS, Rey island, Panama in 1945185 

 

THE AIR RESCUE BOATS 

The USAAC had employed rescue boats for several years prior to World War 2, but these 

were the result of efforts by local commanders at bases located near water.  However, after 

 
183  Postwar, from 1947, USAF crewed the boats. 
184  In the early 1930s the US Navy discontinued using the term "crash boat" in favour of "aircraft rescue 

boat" and the Army appears to have preferred "air-sea rescue boat":  

https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=19  
185  P-258 was eventually shipped back to the US and ended up in use as a ferry between Bolling Field, 

Washington DC and the Pentagon. 
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the Battle of Britain the US Army sent a team to Britain to study the experiences of the 

British rescue boat system and to report on RAF methods etc.  The team was impressed by 

the use of high-speed launches, manned by RAF crews, to recue airmen. 

However, high-level planning for air-sea rescue operations di not get under way until late 

1942, despite such operations having in fact been underway for months.  There were 

problems, with the Navy wanting to have the responsibility, and also proposing that the US 

Coast Guard to have the responsibility in US waters.  However, the latter could not provide 

adequate coverage and the Army wanted both the assets and the responsibility of rescuing 

its own aircrew. 

Discussions among the Joint Chiefs of Staff finally led to a letter in July 1943 that stated that 

each service should be primarily responsible for the rescue of its own aircrew and, by the 

Summer of 1943, USAAF planning for air-sea rescue had reached the point that definite 

recommendations could be made, with rescue operations assigned to the Water Transport 

Division of the Army Quartermaster Corps. 

It should, of course, be remembered that the rescue boats were only a part of the overall 

air-sea rescue operations.  Aircraft played an equal, if not greater, role, with the amphibious 

PBY Catalina (designated OA-10 by the Army) as the most common type involved. 

 

At the end of the war most of the Caribbean bases were either returned to local authorities 

in 1945-46 or, in the case of the bases in British territories obtained under Lend-Lease186, 

were reduced in size and use (e.g. to use as weather stations for the Military Air Transport 

Service).  As already noted, the US bases in Panama outside the Canal Zone were returned 

to the Panamanian authorities in 1948, and in 1949 the remaining Caribbean bases 

(including those on British territory) were closed to save money. 

 

Another reorganisation followed in 1946, with the 6th Air Force becoming the Caribbean Air 

Command.  Its principal mission continued to be defence of the Canal, although it had 

additional functions in providing disaster relief in Latin American states and providing 

foreign military sales (FMS) support, including through training and logistical and 

maintenance support.  The latter support is said to have included the supply of surplus US 

 
186  They were on a 99-year lease arrangement. 
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aircraft to friendly Latin American air forces, with what was now Howard Air Force Base as a 

centre, and the establishment of the Inter-American Air Forces Academy which hosted 

officers and men from more than a dozen Latin American states187. 

 

THE CARIBBEAN AIR COMMAND POSTWAR 

Caribbean Air Command changed its name to the US Air Forces Southern Command in 1963, 

being finally deactivated in 1976 in the budget cuts following the end of the Vietnam War.  

Most of its functions and resources were transferred to USAF Tactical Air Command (TAC), 

with the USAF Southern Air Division (later the 830th Air Division, Air Forces Panama) as the 

USAF component of US armed forces in Panama, until deactivated in 1992188 (in 1991-92, 

confusingly, it became renamed just Air Forces Panama). 

The 830th Air Division, Air Forces Panama had its headquarters at Albrook Air Force Station 

and Howard Air Force Base close to Panama City.  It was operational during a period when 

USAF presence in Panama was being gradually reduced, with some of its functions and 

organisations transferred to locations in the US or discontinued.  After the transfer of the 

Canal Zone to Panama in 1999, its remaining responsibilities were taken on by the 24th 

Wing, one of its former components.  Although chiefly focussed on representing the USAF, 

including providing training and supporting FMS, it nevertheless participated in the 

overthrow of General Noriega in Operation Just Cause in 1989-90, and provided forces in 

later operations in Iraq. 

During the last phase of US military presence in Panama, the 830th Air Division retained the 

responsibility for the air defence of the Canal, initially with Tactical Air Command units and 

then, from 1978, Air National Guard ones189, rotated through the country.  Other units, such 

as military airlift squadrons, also rotated through Panama, and a Military Airlift Squadron 

was established at Howard Air Force Base in 1975. 

 

 

 
187  In the 1980s, this Academy relocated to Texas. 
188  Responsibility for the defence of the Canal transferred to the 12th Air Force, part of US Southern Command, 

and has its headquarters in Arizona.  Southern Command is located in Florida. 
189  The ANG is the USAF reserve force. 
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6 THE US, THE CANAL AND THE EXPANSION OF US ACTIVITY PRIOR TO PEARL 

 HARBOR 

 

In 1939, in the light of the worsening world situation (and the realisation of the critical 

condition of US defences in general), a plan was approved that included in respect of 

Panama a commitment to rapidly complete planned defensive installations, improvements 

to the security of the Canal and an enlargement of its locks (to allow the passage of larger 

vessels). 

 

The new plans described the Canal as the keystone to the defence of the Western 

Hemisphere, and it was intended to have the greatest air power strength of any of the 

overseas bases meant to defend the Western Hemisphere, to prevent both attacks on the 

Canal and the establishment of hostile airbases within striking distance of the Canal. 

 

Also in 1939, there were concerns that the Pacific approach to the Canal lacked the islands 

that could provide the sort of screen affording the chance of early warning of an attack 

force heading towards the Canal – as was the case on the Caribbean side. 

 

A US Army review recommended extending the Canal’s defences westwards into the Pacific.  

The review suggested that the Galapagos Islands, about 1,000 miles south-west from Balboa 

port (and belonging to Ecuador190) could be used as an advanced airbase and warning 

station.  Also considered were the Cocos Islands, about 500 miles west of Balboa (and 

belonging to Costa Rica191) – while these were small and lacked a good harbour, it was 

thought they could house an aircraft early warning station.  Then there was Clipperton 

Island, essentially a rock, 2,000 miles to the north-west of Panama and which was French 

territory.    

 

 
190  The proposal that the US acquire both the Galapagos and Cocos Islands had been put forward as early as 

1917.  In 1939, 2 Resolutions came before Congress recommending purchase of the Galapagos and Cocos 

Islands, which in 1938 it had been rumoured that Ecuador was willing to sell the Galapagos Islands. 
191  Ibid. 
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However, in the 1930s the War Department felt unable to recommend or urge that the 

proposals to acquire these protective bases be pursued192, and President Roosevelt had 

decided that the acquisition of any territory belonging to the other American Republics 

would not be in the public interest193.  Under the new 1936 Treaty, which replaced the 

original 1903 Treaty governing relations between Panama and the US, it was agreed that, in 

all matters relating to the operation, maintenance, sanitation and protection of the Canal, 

the two countries would proceed on a partnership basis, and had a joint and vital interest 

which would cause them to consult together and adopt by common accord the measures 

necessary to protect that common interest194. 

 

In fact, the situation for the Atlantic end of the Canal improved considerably in June 1940 

with the acquisition by the US of bases in bases in Jamaica, Antigua, St. Lucia, Trinidad195 

and in British Guiana,  

 

With the changed environment in the lead up to the war, and before the end of 1941, an 

agreement with Ecuador saw permission obtained for the US to build bases in the Galapagos 

Islands196.  At the same time, negotiations for similar bases in Ecuador and Peru197 were 

under way, and a squadron of Army bombers had begun operating from airfields in 

Guatemala198.  In this way, a semi-circle of defence similar to that provided in the Caribbean 

was to be constructed in the Pacific199.  The attack on Pearl Harbor hastened things, as 

Ecuador became concerned for the security of its islands, but as facilities had to be 

 
192  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  
193  This was a result of President Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy of 1933 which emphasised cooperative 

relations with the countries of Latin America.  The 1936 revisions to the original Treaty with Panama saw the 

US surrendering many rights, including the right of the US Army to intervene in Panamanian affairs (as it had 

done since 1912) to restore civil order or ensure fair elections. 
194  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
195  Base rights in Trinidad were an important element of the bases for the “bases for destroyers” deal with the 

UK in 1940, the justification for these facilities being coverage of the southern routes through the Caribbean 

islands toward the Panama Canal. 
196  Ecuador had lost a little-remembered war with Peru in July 1941, with Peru occupying parts of its territory 

into 1942 (with the dispute only being finally settled by a definitive peace agreement in 1998). 
197  The first B-17 Army bombers arrived from Panama in January 1942; a joint Army/Navy base being built at 

Salinas. 
198  The first Army B-18 bombers were operating from Guatemala City by the end of December 1941, a small 

military force arriving the next month. 
199  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch13.htm  
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constructed from scratch, it was May 1942 before the first Army bombers reached the base 

in the Galapagos. 

 

GALAPAGOS AND “THE ROCK” 

 

Base Beta on the Galapagos Islands – nicknamed “The Rock” by US military personnel – was 

a US base established to protect the western access to the Canal.  Because of its flat 

landscape and geographic location at the centre of the archipelago, South Seymour Island 

(Baltra) was chosen, and construction began in 1942. 

Within months, Base Beta had 2 airstrips and 200 buildings, including barracks, offices, 

hangars, a cinema and beer garden.  It became home to over 2,400 servicemen and 750 

civilians. 

The US also had installations on the island of San Cristobal, and airstrips were begun but 

subsequently abandoned on 2 other islands. 

The Ecuadorian National Assembly had resolved that their national interests required the US 

to leave Ecuadorian territory after the war and, in November 1945 the US was asked to 

Salinas, but it remained eager to acquire a 99-year lease on existing bases in the Galapagos 

Islands which it saw as necessary for the future defence of the region.  Initial negotiations in 

1944 had centred around the US granting Ecuador several loans for improvements, but US 

planners on the other hand considered the continued US presence as beneficial to Ecuador 

in itself,  and felt the bases should simply be seen as Ecuador’s contribution to regional 

defence.  The impasse eventually led the Ecuadorian government to simply request that US 

forces leave the islands.  There followed a dismantling and destruction of facilities and 

equipment and, when finally removing its personnel in 1946, the US took with it several 

water barges and equipment without which the Ecuadorians were unable to maintain the 

base leading them to eventually close it down for good.  The whole incident soured 

diplomatic relations between the 2 countries for the next decade, and served as a warning 

of the necessity to deal with matters not only through a military mindset, but also a 

diplomatic one200. 

 

 
200  https://www.galapagosislands.com/blog/galapagos-islands-during-second-world-war/ 
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1939 also saw Panama change its status from being a protectorate of the US, with the 

ratification by the US Senate of the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty201.  This Treaty had made certain 

concessions in the operation of the Canal, gave up the right of territorial acquisition in 

Panama and increased the annual annuity paid to Panama.  It also was intended to give 

Panamanian merchants access to passing ships, allow Panamanians free transit across the 

Canal Zone, and an ancillary note promised equal employment treatment of Panamanian 

and US nationals.  It has to be said that the US military had opposed most of these measures 

and fought ratification by the Senate. 

 

As mentioned earlier, it was said that prior to 1939 the USAAC had maintained in the Canal 

Zone as many aircraft and aircrew as its limited appropriations would allow, but that the 

equipment was generally “outmoded” and “was of doubtful value in protecting the Canal”.   

 

It was also said that “The ability of the 19th Wing to provide effective air defense of the 

Panama Canal during the thirties was, at best, questionable…”, and General Brett, arriving 

to take command of the Wing in 1936 found the unit in a “deplorable condition”, with the 

air force “obsolete, antiquated and of practically no value of the defense of the Canal Zone 

against modern, up-to-date weapons, either ground or air202”.  Except for a small number of 

B-10B bombers (soon to become effectively obsolescent themselves, certainly by the time 

of Pearl Harbor), it was said that “all aircraft were outmoded and obviously had been sent to 

the Canal Zone after having been replaced by modern aircraft in tactical units in the United 

States”203. 

 

However, President Roosevelt had expressed an interest in the air defence of the Canal 

Zone in 1935 and had requested a report from USAAC, explaining why there were no 

modern aircraft types in the Canal Zone204.  The report found that the whole of the USAAC 

suffered from severe shortages due to lack of funds 1930-35 and, although the Canal Zone 

had been given a high priority in the reequipment programme, new types required 

 
201  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-

treaty-1936   
202  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
203  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
204  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
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extensive testing in the US and it was the policy of the War Department to equip the (newly-

formed) GHQ Air Force in the US before overseas establishments205. 

 

However, little improvement was noted by 1938, with an identified need for more cargo 

aircraft and amphibious aircraft for air-sea rescue.  By 1939, the provision of adequate air 

defences had become a growing matter of concern for the USAAC, as well as the 

commanders in the area.  Even the already existing 19th Wing was operating at reduced 

strength due to a lack of replacements206.  Outside the main airfields, only 4 of the outlying 

“emergency fields207” (of nearly 40 then theoretically available) were considered suitable for 

use even by the antiquated P-26A fighters and the more modern B-10 bombers208.  A 

request for funds for improvements for no less than 10 of the outlying emergency landing 

fields resulted in only $5,000 being allocated for the entire project209. 

 

At the start of 1939, the 19th Wing had approximately 70 aircraft: 28 twin-engine B-10B 

bombers, 14 A-17 2-seat attack aircraft; 24 P-26A fighters and a handful of (even more 

ancient and obsolete) P-12E and P-12F210 biplane fighters211.  By June 1939, the B-10 had 

been replaced by 30 of (slightly more modern) B-18 Bolo bombers212, and the P-12 biplanes 

replaced by P-36A Hawk monoplane fighters213.  At least by this time, the US Navy was 

employing the 36 PBY Catalina flying boats of VP-3 squadron from its base at Coco Solo, thus 

 
205  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
206  It had a book establishment in 1939 of 75 officers and 1,390 other ranks. 
207  At Jaque, David, Pocri and Rio Hato. 
208  Both types by 1939 were obsolescent at best – the open cockpit, fixed-gear and poorly-armed P-26A 

“Peashooter” was effectively obsolete.  The newer and heavier types promised would be unable to operate 

from the small, unimproved landing fields. 
209  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
210  As USAAC units in the continental US received the more modern PB-2, P-35, and P-36 fighters, it had begun 

transferring P-26A to overseas garrisons. The Philippine Department received the first, early in 1937, followed 

in turn by the Hawaiian and Panama Canal Departments: 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/23/2001330114/-1/-1/0/AFD-100923-007.pdf 
211  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
212  The B-18 was the replacement for the B-10 and was based on the DC.2 airliner (the DC.2 was the 

progenitor of the legendary DC.3/C-47 Dakota transport).  By 1940 it was already obsolescent itself and saw no 

use in the bombing role in any major combat theatre, although it did see use for training, transportation and 

(as in Panama) for anti-submarine patrol. 
213  Although a vast improvement on the P-26, the P-36 would prove unable to hold its own against the better 

fighters deployed by the Axis forces during the war.  The design, with its radial engine replaced by a more 

streamlined liquid-cooled one, formed the basis of the P-40, which saw extensive service through World War 2 

(but latterly chiefly in ground support roles, having been overtaken, even by 1941, by better designs such as 

the Spitfire, Me 109 and Zero). 
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providing a useful long-range patrol capability (the USAAC lacking suitable, long-range 

types). 

 

Boeing P-12E at France Field, Canal Zone214 

 

The fact was that overseas stations such as the Canal Zone were poorly or inadequately equipped - 

despite a little over one-third of the Army’s combat squadrons being situated in such places215.  Of 

the 3 overseas departments, Hawaii had the strongest air component, but even there the fighter and 

attack squadrons flew obsolete P-26A and A-12, types no longer used in GHQ Air Force in the US. 

The Panama Canal Department was less well-equipped, having 1 bombardment, 2 reconnaissance, 1 

attack, and 2 pursuit squadrons – with its equipment consisting of B-18, P-26A, and A-12. 216 

 

Another complaint of the USAAC in the Canal Zone at this time was that it claimed that only 

around 10% of the flying time could be said to be training for the air units, with much of the 

rest being taken up with providing simulated observation (e.g. artillery spotting) and attack 

missions for the Canal defences, target-towing, familiarisation flights for ground force 

officers etc. 

 

However, following a visit by the commander of the USAAC, General Arnold, in the Summer 

of 1939 there were signs of the promised expansion and improvement for 19th Wing, with a 

plan proposed by General Arnold having been approved by the War Department.  The plan 

 
214  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Davis/aircraft9.htm 
215  At the end of March 1941, GHQ Air Force, which incorporated the striking power of the USAAC in the US, 

had 543 combat aircraft, of which only 38 were considered first-line. Total aircraft strength of the USAAC was 

4,975 aircraft, over half of them trainers. Of the 1,617 combat types (many in overseas departments - Panama, 

Hawaii, and the Philippines), the great majority were obsolescent. Under the 5,500-plane programme adopted 

in 1939, the USAAC was supposed (but failed) to have by June 1941 a total of 1,900 first-line types: see The 

Army Air Forces In World War I1 by Wesley Frank Craven & James Lea Gate, editors (Office of Air Force 

History), 1983. 
216  Aviation in the US. Army, 19 19- 1939 by Maurer Maurer, (United States Air Force Historical Research 

Center (Office of Air Force History), 1987. 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

69 

 

included improvements to airfields, new equipment and units, and a greatly increased 

establishment. 

 

In September 1939, with war having broken out in Europe and the Canal Zone placed under 

military control, an Executive Order imposed restrictions in what was termed the Canal Zone 

Air Space Reservation, which extended to the territorial waters within 3 miles of either 

entrance to the Canal.  However, a report compiled in 1946 states that, if an enemy attack 

had been made on the Canal in September 1939, the 19th Wing would have been able to 

provide little opposition217, with morale at a low ebb and a shortage of trained and 

experienced personnel.  Severely understrength, squadrons could not operate at more than 

50% strength without “borrowing” pilots from other units218, and the Panama Air Depot had 

only 2 officers assigned to it.   

 

The 19th Wing was renamed the Panama Canal Department Air Force219 on 30 November 

1940220, later to become the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the 6th Air Force in 

February 1942221. 

 

The first transport squadron (as opposed to the odd transport, or the use of types such as 

the B-18 as ad hoc transports) was formed in December 1940 as the 20th Transport 

Squadron (with only 1 officer and 1 enlisted man until February 1941, when 20 more 

enlisted men joined from other units).  Its first aircraft, a single C-33 cargo aircraft222, was 

officially assigned to the Panama Air Depot.  During the war, like other facilities, it expanded 

 
217  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
218  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
219  There was always confusion about the correct title. It sometimes being referred to as the Panama Air 

Force, the Panama Canal Air Force, or the Caribbean Defense Air Force.  Even its official letterhead bore an 

incorrect title, as “Headquarters, Panama Canal Air Force”: 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
220  The title of 19th Wing, having been deactivated in Panama in 1941 on it being redesignated, was 

reactivated in the US in July 1942 and moved to Egypt as part of the 9th Air Force, as a bomber unit in the 

Mediterranean and European theatres, becoming in 1944 the 9th Bombardment Division (Medium) and thence 

the 9th Air Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
221  The 6th Air Force was officially constituted on 19 October 1940 and activated in November as the Panama 

Canal Air Force, before being redesignated Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the 6th Air Force in 

February 1942.  It was again renamed as Caribbean Air Command in July 1946.  It comprised the VI Bomber, VI 

Fighter and XXVI Fighter Commands and was headquartered at Albrook Field: 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
222  A variant of the 14-passenger DC.2 airliner (the progenitor of the more famous DC.3/C-47 Dakota). 
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greatly, also operating impressed aircraft in 1941-42, such as the single ex-airline Junker Ju 

52/3m.  See below for more information about the squadron. 

 

Even by December 1941, there reportedly remained serious deficiencies in the air defences 

of the Canal Zone, not least in the relative lack of coverage of the Pacific approaches.  More 

modern P-40 fighters were available223, but lacked the radar and systems to operate 

effectively at night.  Whilst being on alert 24 hours a day, only 50% of even practice missions 

resulted in a successful interception.  For bombers, the position was seen as being worse, 

with only a handful of B-17 Flying Fortress then being available224. 

 

The arrival in the US Army Air Corps of the first B-17 long-range bombers in 1937 saw 

proposals from long-range bomber advocates that the Army have a greater role in coastal 

defence, but for the time being responsibility remained with the Navy and the PBY flying 

boats of VP-3 at Coco Solo.. 

 

While the modern B-17 were a sign of what was to come, Panama also saw the last use of 

another, older Boeing design, the P-26A Peashooter.  This single-seat fighter looked very out 

of date, and was the last USAAC fighter with an open cockpit, braced wing and a fixed 

undercarriage.  After the handful of USAAC and Philippines Army Air Corp were destroyed in 

the Philippines, the 9 P-26A sent to the Canal Zone to join the 16th Pursuit Group there 

continued to operate alongside more modern P-36 and P-40 fighters into 1942, but never 

saw combat.  However, by mid-1942, with the build-up of resources in Panama, the 

obsolete P-26A were just in the way and it was proposed that they be “loaned” to the 

Panama Defense Forces (on they understanding they were not to be returned).  Panama 

lacked the budget to fund a fighter squadron or train the pilots required – and with the US 

 
223  In 1940, like the B-17 bomber, the P-40 was highly regarded, but was to prove less capable than many of its 

rivals and contemporaries; in any case, in 1940, Panama had neither P-40 or B-17. 
224  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
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commitment to defence there was no practical need.  Thus, most of the aircraft were 

eventually given to Guatemala225 in 1943226. 

 

When war broke out in Europe in 1939, an Executive Order placed the commanding general 

of the Panama Canal Department in charge of all civilian and military activities in the Canal 

Zone, including the Canal.  Later that same month, a meeting of Latin American nations was 

held in Panama, organised by the US, which resulted in the Declaration of Panama227, one 

outcome of which was the creation of a 300-mile Neutrality Zone around all North, Central 

and South American territory228.   

 

Due to the fears of sabotage, security at the Canal, and particularly the locks, had been 

stepped up.  From Summer 1941, Army guards were placed on vessels in transit through the 

Canal229, and aircraft defences and harbour defence troops were put on alert. 

 

By 31 December 1940, the Panama Canal Department troop numbers were approximately 

27,850230.  However, it should be noted that new troops entering the region also had to be 

conditioned and trained in both the logistics of defending the region and surviving in a 

tropical climate before becoming of use (see elsewhere for comments re the effects of 

disease and illness on forces in the Canal Zone). 

 

The US Navy was not much better equipped and, at the time of Pearl Harbor in December 

1941, its resources in the Canal area consisted of only 2 old destroyers and a gunboat, plus 6 

 
225  At the time supplies to Guatemala were still subject to pre-Pearl Harbor neutrality laws limiting US aid to 

“non-lethal” military supplies (Guatemala already had 2 unarmed examples, imported in the late 1930s), and 

so the fighters were described as trainers in the paperwork.  Of the 9, 2 were written off as non-airworthy and 

1 was supplied only as a source of spares.  The Guatemalans rebuilt the “spares” example into a airworthy 

example.  Though of virtually no use, some survived to take a limited part in a CIA-backed “war” in the 1950s, 

and by 1954 only 2 remained airworthy, but only officially phased out in 1957 – but by that time their worth as 

“warbird” collectibles meant that they were both imported into the US for restoration, with 1 going to the 

Smithsonian and the other for air show display. 
226  https://wwiiafterwwii.wordpress.com/2016/09/30/the-last-peashooters/ 
227  Aka the Pact of Panama. 
228  Of course, only the US had the capability of patrolling and seeking to enforce the Neutrality Zone – 

something evidenced by the pursuit of the German warship into the River Platte in 1939.  Later the US was to 

extend its patrolling to mid-Atlantic, and then to Iceland, effectively escorting convoys and inevitably getting 

into confrontations, and combat, with German U-Boats. 
229  These would later in the war be replaced by US Marines. 
230  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
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submarines, 3 converted yachts, 5 subchasers, a mine sweeper, and 12 patrol aircraft with 

their tender vessel.  Naval units at the beginning of 1941 were under the command of the 

10th Naval District, part of the 15th Fleet, which encompassed most of the Caribbean 

including the northern coast of South America231. 

 

7 GERMANS IN SOUTH AMERICA AND PANAMA 

 

In the immediate pre-war period, there was growing German influence and involvement in 

South America.  Pre-war US military planning even considered the risk of German/Italian 

seizure of the area around Natal in eastern Brazil232, to strengthen their strategic position in 

the South Atlantic233 - and from to thereby pose a threat to the Canal. 

 

However, when war broke out in Europe, the chance of a German naval attack on the Canal 

– given the size and strength of the British and French navies – was considered low, and in 

any event the US remained neutral.   

 

On the other hand, it was estimated in 1939 that there were 3 million nationals of the Axis 

countries in Latin America, with a further 6 million whose descent was from those countries 

– the largest numbers were in Brazil and Argentina234.  Neighbouring Colombia was home to 

around 7,000 Germans, and Germans also controlled the airline SCADTA235, which had been 

formed in 1919 by a pioneer Austrian pilot.  German company Junkers owned Lloyds Aerea 

Boliviano in Bolivia, and a Lufthansa-owned holding company also controlled airlines in 

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and Peru. 

 

 
231  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
232  For a few notes about the base in Natal, see https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-

war-2-parnamirim-field/  
233  In fact, the US eventually negotiated use of base there in 1942. 
234  German-founded or funded schools might be an indicator of penetration in Latin America, and notably 

Costa Rica and Guatemala had the greatest number of such schools in Central America with their combined 

enrolment level at over 500 children: 

https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&articl

e=2131&context=masters-theses  
235  Socieded Colombo Alemana de Transportes Aerea (“Colombian-German Air Transport Company”)– it would 

merge into the state-owned airline, SACO, forming the Colombian national carrier AVIANCA. 
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SCADTA was said to have produced photo-maps of Panama, from the Colombian coast to 

the Canal Zone, and to have supplied details of strategic areas in Panama, including the 

approaches to the Canal.  In addition, from 1937, it began training German pilots in 

Colombia.  Diplomatic pressure on Colombia by the US resulted in the German pilots being 

removed, and then the airline was bought out by Pan Am World Airways in 1941, which 

already owned 80% of the airline236.  Pan Am fired all SCADTA’s German staff bar the chief 

executive, and then discovered that SCADTA had begun building secret airfields at strategic 

locations in Colombia. 

 

In 1940, a Japanese resident was arrested and admitted planning to pass on information of a 

British ship in Balboa port to a German resident (described as an “ardent pro-Nazi”). 

 

In mid-1940, following the French Armistice, despite continued US (and Panamanian) 

neutrality, there were fears that the Germans could attempt to sabotage the Canal to 

hamper US supplies to Britain, and to prevent the transfer of the US fleet to the Atlantic.  

The Canal Zone was put on alert against possible surprise attack or sabotage. 

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941, German and other Axis nationals, and 

potential sympathisers of other nationalities (including naturalised Panamanians), in the 

Canal Zone and Panama itself were rounded up.  Those detained by the Panamanian 

authorities were turned over to the US authorities in the Canal Zone for internment at a 

camp at Balboa237.  A committee then decided which should be permanently detained.  As in 

the UK, some of those detained had fled the Nazi regime, and in Panama included at least 

one ex-Buchenwald inmate. 

 

Soon afterwards, in 1942, a dispute arose when the Panamanian government objected to 

the US military releasing some of the internees that had been picked up and delivered for 

internment by the Panama authorities.  The US Army was told to continue to detain such 

 
236  The US and Colombian governments forced principal shareholder, Austrian industrialist Peter Paul von 

Bauer to sell his shares.  
237  Originally in tents, which was fine during the dry season in Panama, but more permanent structures would 

be required from early- to mid-1942, as the rains began. 
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internees, at least until a more permanent camp could be constructed.  It has been claimed 

that the practice of releasing the internees angered the Panamanian authorities, who 

wanted the enemy aliens removed from the country238.  As long as they remained in 

Panama there was still the chance they could be released, but should they be swiftly 

removed the Panamanian government could move to take possession of their unattended 

shops and farms239.   

 

Throughout 1942, it became clear that Axis influence had indeed extended to the region240, 

though not necessarily to the strength that many had initially feared. The clear signs of 

existing Axis activity throughout South America only helped to increase the tension within 

the theatre and continued to be a source of concern to the Command until late in the 

war241. 

 

During World War 2, the Panama Canal Department had direct responsibility for intelligence 

not only for the Canal Zone and defence sites in Panama proper, but also the greater area 

including Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Colombia and even as far away as 

Peru. 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the Germans would plan to somehow attack or sabotage the 

Canal and its operations.  It is even claimed that they planned an attack242 using Ju 87 Stuka 

dive-bombers, transported by U-Boat, in a manner similar to that planned by the 

Japanese243 (of which, more later). 

 
238  Eventually to Seagoville  and “Camp Crystal” in Texas: https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-

2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf 
239https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&art

icle=2131&context=masters-theses  
240  In January 1942, an emergency inter-American meeting had been held in Rio de Janeiro which had failed to 

establish a binding commitment and instead produced a weak resolution encouraging the various 

governments to break off relations with the Axis.  At that time, it was simply not clear who would win the war, 

and several countries with traditionally strong ties to Germany and Italy (notably, Chile, Argentina, and to 

some extent Brazil) were reluctant to risk these relationships by taking the wrong side. 
241  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
242  Project Pelikan, see https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
243  The gist of the plan in 1943 is said to be the transporting of 2 Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, with folding wings 

about U-boats to an unnamed Colombian island near the Panamanian coastline, where they would 

reassembled, armed and despatched to attack the Gatun spillway, and thus cripple the Canal’s operations. 

Apparently in effect a one-way mission, any survivors were to escape via an unnamed South American country. 
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In 2017 Chile’s investigations police declassified the files of a special unit called Department 

50244.  This group had hunted for German spy rings during the war (although Chile in fact 

only declared war in 1943).  The documents revealed that a cell in the port of Valparaiso 

were planning to bomb the Panama Canal, though they offer no details of the plot245. 

 

A JUNKERS FOR THE US ARMY AIR CORPS 

Emblematic of the German presence in South America was the only Junker Ju 52/3m to 

serve with the US Army Air Corps (USAAC).  This aircraft was the classic three-engine 

transport that was the classic German transport of the Nazi and wartime periods.  It 

achieved fame in Germany following its use by Hitler in his propaganda, taking him around 

the country in the 1933 election campaign.  Also used as a bomber pre-war, including during 

the Spanish Civil War, in the Chaco War between Bolivia and Paraguay and as a floatplane 

bomber for the Colombian Air Force., it was a low wing, all-metal design with a fixed 

undercarriage and a corrugated metal skin that had been a Junkers trademark. 

 

USAAC C-79, serial number 42-52883246, in late 1942 at Howard Field when in service with 

the 20th Transportation Squadron of 6th Air Force247 

 
244  Chile only declared war in 1943, despite having a sizeable German minority, and close trading links with 

Germany.  A moderate government eventually declared war, but the country played no active part in the war, 

though it did supply raw materials.  The German spies in Valparaiso monitored Allied merchant ships and 

listened in on Chilean naval communications.  When Department 50 broke up the spy rings there were arrests 

of 40 people and the collection of weapons, cash and plans for bombing mines in northern Chile.   
245  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-

show-180963836/  
246  USAAF serial numbers are prefixed by the fiscal year in which the aircraft was procured, in this case FY 

1942. 
247  https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html 
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One example, construction number Construction Number 5283, with Brazilian registration 

PP-CBA and named Aconcagua belonged to the Sindicato Condor.  It was in Panama in 1942 

and, like many other civilian types in the US, it was impressed by the USAAC, which 

designated it C-79.  By December 1943, with the urgent need for transport aircraft, and 

particularly for a unique type like the C-79, had passed and the aircraft was disposed of in a 

transfer to the US Public Roads Administration in Costa Rica. 

During its time with the USAAC/USAAF, it was based at the Panama Air Depot at Albrook 

Field and its use included being damaged in a taxiing incident in Trinidad in June 1943.   

A definitely non-standard type, some steps were taken to replace some of the original 

equipment with US parts, this including replacement of the original BMW engines with Pratt 

& Whitney R1690 Hornets, as used on the Douglas DC.2 airliner. 

 

8 THE JAPANESE THREAT – SPIES AND FISHING BOATS 

 

A potentially greater threat than Germany in World War 2, notwithstanding U-boat activity, 

was presented by Japan, despite the far greater distance any attacking forces would have to 

travel. 

 

By 1941, the Japanese community in Panama numbered an estimated 400248.  The Chicago 

Tribune stated in 1940 that Japanese made up a visible part of the population of Colón on 

the Atlantic coast and some individuals even resided inside the Canal Zone249.  Japanese-

owned businesses were common in Panama – for example, there were 47 Japanese-owned 

barber shops in Panama City and Colon (i.e. the cities at either end of the Canal) alone.  The 

opening of the Canal had stimulated an expansion of the already important shipping sector 

in Japan, making the Canal of strategic importance for Japan250.  In 1940, the Chicago 

 
248  In Japan and Panama: the Role of the Panama Canal (1993), it is said that Panama was the first part of 

Latin America to be visited by Japanese after their forced re-entry into contact with the outside world in 1853.  

The trans-isthmus railroad was the route chosen to cross the continent by the official Japanese mission to the 

US in 1860 (this being said to also be their first encounter with a railway): 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-349-13128-0_9 
249  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
250  There had been at least one previous, unsuccessful attempt to interest Japan in investing in a canal project, 

in 1908, but this had failed due to Japan’s agreement with Britain over favouring a Nicaraguan route (Journal 

of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, Vol 14, No. 1, February 1972). 
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Tribune stated that Japanese made up a visible part of Colón’s population251.  Given its 

importance as a route (though not as a market, the value of trade between the two 

countries being negligible), it might not be seen as surprising that Panama saw a sizeable 

Japanese presence. 

 

In the lead up to World War 2 there were reports of Japanese reconnaissance using fishing 

boats along the Pacific coast of Mexico and Central America.  The fishing industry in Panama 

was, in the 1930s, almost entirely in Japanese control, and in 1934 Japan was pressing to 

have a refrigeration and processing plants on the island of Taboga, close to the Canals’ 

Pacific entrance.  Counter-pressure to this proposal came from the US military, and the 

then-President of Panama resisted the Japanese pressure. 

 

From 1935, Japanese espionage activity in Panama increased.  One of the many barber 

shops in Panama City was, in fact, owned by a Japanese252 who was, in reality, a Commander 

in the Imperial Japanese Navy.  The reconnaissance carried out by fishing boats along the 

Panamanian coast was apparently given credence by reports of the boats returning from all-

day trips with no catch.   

 

The Japanese-owned fishing vessels included longer-range tuna boats, one of which was 

owned by a Japanese who was chief of Japanese intelligence for Central and South 

America253.  He also owned a large store in Panama City, and encouraged amateur 

photography with a photography club and offered attractive cash or camera prizes for the 

best pictures each month of subjects in the Canal Zone – seemingly a fairly blatant 

intelligence-gathering ruse.  Photography was prohibited in the Canal Zone from June 1941. 

 

The tuna boat owned by the intelligence officer made numerous trips from which it 

returned empty-handed, and was noted to have travelled along the Central American coast 

and even as far as the Galapagos Islands. 

 

 
251  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
252  Mixu Watanabe. 
253  The Amano Maru, owned by Yoshitaro Amano.  He was later arrested and deported to Japan. 
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US concern at the risk presented by the Japanese fishing vessels led to pressure on the 

Panamanian government, especially as Japanese activity increased in 1938, and in due 

course the Panama government imposed a ban on Japanese boats fishing in Panamanian 

waters. 

 

When the Japanese freighter Sagami Maru passed through the Panama Canal in late 1940, 

the ship’s crew reported that some 20 US Army officers boarded the ship for inspection254. 

 

In 1940, a Japanese national who had lived in Panama for 20 years, and was a link between 

Japanese intelligence and the local Japanese community, was arrested after he was found to 

have recorded details of a British ship in Balboa port carrying US bombers being transported 

to the UK.  He admitted that he had planned to pass the information to a German employed 

by a shipping company in Panama (and agent for the Japanese Line shipping company).  The 

arrested man worked as a chandler, and hence had free access to the ports’ piers and quays. 

 

After President Roosevelt declared a national emergency in May 1941, the commander of 

the Panama Canal Department issued an order prohibiting Japanese shipping from using the 

Canal.  5 Japanese ships in Balboa and Christobal ports at the time were therefore (despite 

diplomatic protests) forced to travel to Japan via Cape Horn. 

 

In 1941, the Panamanian Government agreed that following any action by the US to intern 

Japanese residents, it would arrest Japanese on Panamanian territory and intern them on 

Taboga.  All expenses and costs of internment and guarding would be paid by the US 

Government, which would indemnify Panama against any claims that might arise as a 

result255. While in November 1941 mass arrests of Japanese in the Continental USA had 

been ruled out in the tense pre-war period, the Canal Zone and Hawaii were considered 

different, and “temporary” mass arrests were likely256.  In any event, within 20 minutes of 

the announcement of the Pearl Harbor attack, Panamanian authorities began rounding up 

 
254  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
255  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
256  Ibid. 
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Japanese and German aliens in the country and, once rounded up, they were turned over to 

US authorities, and transported into the Canal Zone for internment257.  

THE JULY 1941 ALERT 

In July 1941, the Department of the Navy in the US warned President Roosevelt of the 

probability of a Japanese move against the Soviet Union (their forces had faced one another 

and fought a series of border wars 1932-39), and that the Japanese Government had begun 

to divert its shipping from the Atlantic – with one company being said to have told its ships 

to be west of the Panama Canal by 25 July, regardless of passengers or cargo.   One of the 

threats identified was a possible torpedo attack against the Canal between the 1 and 15 July 

(said to be according to a “reliable source”).  The message was relayed to the War 

Department and hence to the commanding general in the Canal Zone. 

More significance was attached by those in Washington of the risk of sabotage and 

protection was to be stepped up, with increased surveillance of ships in transit.  Japanese 

ships were to be delayed, ostensibly for searches, until further notice.  The commanding 

general did not give much credence to either the sabotage or torpedo attack rumours, but 

nevertheless put increased defensive measures in place. 

Canal traffic was restricted for a time, after reports of concentrations of small craft 

(probably fishing vessels) on the Pacific coast and of one or more Japanese vessels being 

scheduled to pass through the Canal daily between 16 and 22 July.  What, in effect, 

happened was that Japanese shipping was excluded, with other vessels allowed to pass 

through the Canal.  The Japanese vessels were forced to reroute via Cape Horn or the Cape 

of Good Hope. 

Before the end of July 1941, the Japanese had moved into Indo-China, with Japanese funds 

in the US having been frozen, this effectively ending trade between the two countries and 

making any ban on Japanese vessels transiting the Canal irrelevant. 

 

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, enemy aliens in the Canal Zone, and potential Axis 

sympathisers258, were rounded up.  In fact, within 20 minutes of the announcement of the 

Pearl Harbor attack, Panamanian authorities had begun rounding up Japanese and German 

 
257  Ibid.  Figures quoted are 57 from Colon and 114 from Panama City.  Added to these were around 300 

Japanese detained in the Canal Zone itself. 
258  German, Italian and Japanese. 
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aliens throughout the Republic.  As already mentioned in respect of Germans in the country, 

those detained by the Panamanian authorities were also turned over to the US authorities 

in the Canal Zone for internment at Balboa, and a committee then decided which should be 

permanently detained259. 

CONDITIONS IN INTERNMENT 

The US Army administered Camp Empire at Balboa in the Canal Zone, but conditions were 

said to be poor.  The first arrivals went 2 weeks without bathing and saw their Red Cross 

care packages plundered by US soldiers.  Many of the internees were mature or older men 

from the white-collar professions, unaccustomed to hard physical labour, who were ordered 

to clear thick brush with machetes in the intense midday heat.  Working in their underwear, 

they swallowed salt tablets every half hour under the gaze of occasionally brutal guards.  

Sickness, exhaustion, and ringworm were common.  One internee suffered a heart attack; 

another lost 50 pounds.  Roaming police dogs attacked one internee and forced him up 

against the barbed-wire fence, lacerating him so badly he spent a week in the hospital. 

Swiss diplomats representing German interests told the US State Department that each 

successive wave of German internees reported similar complaints, as did their letters to 

family members in Germany.  In addition, the removal of male internees to the US (being 

seen as the greatest risk to the Canal Zone), leaving behind the “non-dangerous” women 

and children became a focus of anti-American propaganda and unrest – with allegations 

that the US was splitting up families and leaving women and children to starve.   

From 1943, some volunteer women and children were permitted to join their men in family 

internment in the US260. 

 

As already mentioned, the Panamanian government had previously agreed that, following 

any action by the US to intern Japanese residents, Panama would arrest Japanese on 

Panamanian territory and intern them on Taboga Island.  All expenses and costs of 

internment and guarding would be paid by the US, which would indemnify Panama against 

any claims that might arise as a result261.   

 

 
259  See also http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
260  https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf 
261  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
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A restricted US War Department communication dated 14 October 1943 had sought to deal 

with the issue of Japanese remaining in Panama via establishing clearly defined parameters 

on how to deal with Japanese in the region.  Although acknowledging the need for 

maximum utilisation of all available manpower in the war effort, it said, that “No person of 

Japanese ancestry will be employed in a plant or facility important to the war effort” 

without approval from either the Japanese-American joint Board or the Provost Marshall 

General.  Likewise, it also said that no person of Japanese descent would be “permitted to 

attend or be employed by an educational institution important to the war effort” without 

similar approval262. 

 

Also interned in Panama were Japanese from Peru263.  Following Pearl Harbor, the Peruvian 

President froze all assets held by those with Japanese citizenship and prohibited the 

assembly of more than 3 people of Japanese descent.  When they were subsequently 

deported from Peru they were first sent to Panama, and thence from there to a camp in 

Texas264.  After the war, only around 80 of the more than 900 individuals detained in Texas 

were allowed back to Peru265. 

 

In 1945, US intelligence arrested a Japanese man who had lived for 15 years in the Darien 

province that bordered Colombia, and where he had a large family and a thriving lumber 

business.  He was connected to the Japanese royal family as well as being a colonel in 

Japanese military intelligence.  He was found to have operated a mountain-top radio station 

for passing on details of US activity in Panama. 

 

 

 

 
262  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
263  Immigration from Japan had risen throughout Latin America after the US prohibited Japanese immigration 

in 1924.  However, in 1936, Peru had prohibited Japanese immigration.  Ill feeling resulted in a 3-day race riot 

targeting Japanese Peruvian individuals, homes and businesses in May 1940: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270  
264  https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-entered-

illegally  
265  Many more relocated to war torn Japan, where many had to restart their lives in a land and speaking a 

language that was foreign to them.  However, lawyers won a court order blocking the removal of 364 Japanese 

Peruvians, then secured temporary permission for them to remain as labourers in Texas. 
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9 U-BOATS AND THE CANAL ZONE 

 

Despite the considerable threat from U-Boats in the Caribbean (see more below), and the 

significant effort put into patrol activities in what was termed the Panama Sea Frontier266. to 

detect and deter them, the direct impact on the Canal and its operations from U-Boats was 

relatively minor267. 

 

Until June 1942, U-Boats had only entered the outer reaches of the Panama Sea Frontier.  

Then the SS Merimack, carrying supplies to the isthmus, was torpedoed about 60 miles off 

Couzimel Island - a mostly undeveloped Mexican island off the Yucatan Peninsula.  This was 

followed by the loss of 2 more merchant vessels near Swan Island off Honduras, and 3 more 

near the Colombian islands of Old Providence and St Andrews.  A further vessel was sunk 

some 85 miles from Colon at the Atlantic end of the Canal.   

  

https://www.tripsavvy.com/maps-of-the-caribbean-sea-and-islands-1487724 

 

 
266  Based at Balboa and responsible for the defence of the Pacific and Atlantic sea approaches to the Canal and 

for naval shore facilities in the Central America region during the war. 
267  For information on shipping and U-boat losses in the Caribbean 1941-45: 

https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm 
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At the time of the June 1942 attacks, a gunboat268 was the only active escort vessel available 

in the Panama Sea Frontier area.  There were 4 destroyers engaged in offshore patrol but, 

lacking radar, they did not detect any U-Boats.   

 

On 22 December 1941, the Panama Air Task Force was created under the supervision of the 

Caribbean Defense Command for anti-submarine patrol work.  However, shortages in the 

number of available aircraft (long-range B-24 Liberators had been requested) made it clear 

that the well-designed plans that had been created for the defence of the command before 

the war did not stand a reasonable likelihood of being implemented.  In January 1942, a 

much more modest plan based on available equipment was submitted.  These revised plans 

included patrols at a distance of only 600 miles from Talara in north-western Peru to the 

Galapagos Islands and back using B-17 bombers based in Talara and B-17 from 

Guatemala269. 

 

There followed what became known as the “Battle of the Caribbean”270.  By the end of 

February 1942, submarine activity in the Caribbean had grown to the point that 10% of 

shallow draft tankers operating out of Maracaibo, Venezuela to Aruba had been sunk271.  

From March to June 1942, 173 ships were sunk in the Caribbean by U-boats with the rate 

increasing until August 1942.   Axis U-boat activity was highest in the Trinidad sector, making 

this the weak link in the “steel ring” of protection around the Canal. 

 

2 merchant vessels were sunk near the Canal in June 1942, by which time there were 4 U-

Boats active in the immediate area.  As a result, the US Navy ordered the port of Christobal 

(at the Atlantic end of the Canal and in the district of Colon) closed to outbound traffic and 

organised a “hunter-killer” group consisting of 2 destroyers, 3 MTB272 and PBY Catalina 

patrol flying-boats.  This group pursued a U-Boat spotted by an US Army bomber off Colon, 

but found nothing.  At the same time, additional PBY and Army bombers were made 

 
268  USS Erie. 
269  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
270  Or Operational Neuland as the Germans knew it. 
271  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
272  Motor torpedo boats (or “PT Boats” in US Navy parlance). 
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available for use on the Caribbean side of the canal, and an escorted convoy of transports en 

route for the Pacific passed through the Canal shortly after. 

 

US Navy Consolidated PBY-3 Catalina from Patrol Squadron VP-5 in flight.  Note the "Wings 

over Panama" insignia on its nose 

 

However, a British tanker bringing fuel to Christobal was then sunk by 2 U-Boats within 75 

miles of the port, followed by 2 more vessels sunk off Santa Marta, Colombia and a 

schooner sailing ship off the Colombian coast.  Shortly after, a U-Boat entered Port Limon, 

Costa Rica and sank a merchant ship in the harbour273. 

 

This brief outbreak of near-direct attacks affecting the Canal, although involving no more 

than 5 U-Boats but seeing on average a ship a day sunk over a 2-week period, resulted in 

further, additional defences being implemented on the Caribbean coast.  These included 

anti-submarine nets at Port Limon in Costa Rica, increased air patrols (including with radar-

equipped PBY), and convoys being organised for shipping between the Canal and 

Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 

 

The improvements probably contributed to the first U-Boat “kill” for the Panama Sea 

Frontier sector.  An abortive attack on a US net tender resulted in a patrol boat and PBY 

being despatched to carry out a search, with Army aircraft (fighters and a B-18 bomber) and 

 
273  The U-Boat involved, U-161, was lost with all hands off Bahia, Brazil 3 months later, after an attack by a US 

Navy patrol bomber. 
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a further PBY joining the following day.  On the next day, the patrol boat spotted an oil slick 

and it and the searching aircraft used all their depth charges at the site.  A destroyer, 

detached from a convoy, then arrived, detected the U-Boat and attacked.  The U-Boat was 

sunk274. 

 

A B-18 Bolo bomber in Panama 

 

In August 1942, aircraft from the US Army, US Navy and the RAF made 18 attacks on U-

Boats in the Caribbean and, on 22 August, a B-18 bomber sank a U-Boat off Colon275. 

 

On 21 August 1942, a “friendly fire” incident occurred at Balboa, when the S-17, an old 

World War I-vintage submarine surfaced in the outer harbour but failed to display the 

necessary recognition colours required in unrestricted waters.  The commanding officer of 

the 45th Bombardment Squadron dropped 4 bombs which straddled the submarine causing 

damage that took 7 days of repair work to fix.  A subsequent investigation cited the 

submarine for carelessness, and the USAAF personnel for being “over-eager” in attacking 

the submarine too fast without allowing it time to recognise their mistake and fly the 

correct colours276. 

 

 
274  U-153, there were no survivors. 
275  U-654, once again there were no survivors. 
276  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
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In October 1942, for the first time in 6 months, there were no losses to U-Boats in the Gulf 

of Mexico and Panama Sea Frontier areas277.  In fact, after January 1943, U-Boats were 

never again a major threat in the Caribbean.  Attacks continued, and losses continued, but 

the Kreigsmarine278 regarded the Caribbean as a difficult or dangerous place to operate – its 

Submarine Command war diary noting the presence of strong to very strong air patrol, 

convoys and independent vessels protected by air and surface escorts, and day and night 

radar – combined with the stress caused by the heat, humid atmosphere and having to 

operate submerged for long periods to avoid detection. 

 

Nevertheless, the Germans tried once more and, in October 1943, a minelaying U-Boat laid 

mines within 4 miles of the Colon breakwater.  These caused no damage, and most were 

swept within a month279. 

 

The minelaying having proved to have had little effect, in November the Kreigsmarine 

commander, Admiral Doenitz, ordered an attack by 3 U-Boats on shipping in the Caribbean.  

Unfortunately, when the first U-Boat arrived in the Panama Sea Frontier area the sea 

defence forces were engaged in a tactical exercise with 2 transiting escort carriers in the 

Pacific. 

 

Alerted by a sighting near Curacao, ships and aircraft were used in an attempt to detect the 

U-boat.  However, it managed to reach the Canal area by hugging the north coast of South 

America and sank a small Panamanian freighter (with a US Navy armed guard aboard) 60 

miles off Cartegena, Colombia.  It then sank a small Colombian schooner off Christobal in 

Panama, and then an unescorted US tanker at the same spot, followed by another 

unescorted ship, a Liberty ship, 75 miles off the entrance to the Canal.  The U-Boat then 

escaped searching aircraft, while all unescorted shipping was stopped (and some convoys), 

with some convoys rerouted along the Mosquito Coast.   

 

 
277  However, in November, losses to U-Boats rose in the Trinidad area 
278  The name of the German navy at the time. 
279  The U-Boat involved went on to laid off the Gulf of Paria, Venezuela, again with little or no effect. 
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Nevertheless, the U-Boat claimed another victim, off the Gulf of San Blas before leaving the 

area, low on fuel.  On its way home, the U-Boat managed to sink another unescorted US 

tanker 30 miles off Aruba.  Once more, intense searches were launched for the submarine, 

with it evading or beating off aerial attacks.  Eventually, the U-Boat returned home safely280. 

 

In total, in 1942 U-Boats in the Caribbean sank 336 ships of over 1 million tons.  In 1943, 

losses fell to only 35 ships and 178,000 tons, and in 1944, only 3 ships of 15,000 tons were 

lost to U-Boats. 

 

In an ironic twist, one of 3 heavy lift cranes built in 1941 by Demag Cranes AG as 

Schwimmkran No. 1 for the Kreigsmarine for use in the Baltic Sea tending to U-Boats ended 

up in a maintenance role in the Canal Zone postwar281.  Following the closure of the US 

shipyard where it had been employed, “Herman the German” was sold to the Panama Canal 

Commission and it was transported on a semi-submersible ship in 1996 to the Canal Zone, 

where it remained into the 21st century, serving as the floating crane Titan282. 

 

 
280  The U-516, it was eventually lost in the North Sea in 1945. 
281  https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-

german/  
282  It is described as a large, self-propelled crane vessel with the tip of its main boom standing at 374 feet 

above the typical water line. 
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Herman the German283 

 

10 PEARL HARBOR AND AFTER 

 

Ironically, given the country’s previous reluctance to be involved, Panama actually managed 

to officially declare war on Japan before the US.   Panama declared war on 7 December 

1941, on the same day as the attack on Pearl Harbor, whereas the US only did so the 

following day284. 

 

 
283  https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-

german/ 
284  President Roosevelt formally requested the declaration in his well-known “day of infamy” speech, 

addressed to a joint session of Congress and the nation at 1230 on 8 December.  The declaration was quickly 

brought to a vote, and it was passed both the Senate and the House of Representatives by 1310. 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

89 

 

Panama, together with a number of other small Latin American states, then declared war on 

Italy and Germany on 13 December 1941285. 

 

On 12 December 1941, 5 days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, US Secretary of War Henry 

Stimson professed amazement that there was no scheme for a unified command structure 

in Panama.  Concerned that the Canal could be the next target for the Japanese, he and 

Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall, drew up a proposed directive placing all Army and 

Navy forces in the Panama Coastal Frontier, except fleet units, under Army command and, 

in due course, this became the effective state of play in Panama286. 

 

Whilst before Pearl Harbor the main concern for the Canal authorities and defenders had 

been sabotage, after Pearl Harbor there were fears that a Japanese attack similar to that in 

Hawaii could be made on the Canal, or even that there could be a landing in of troops in 

Panama.  Plans were therefore made to resist beach landings (by an anticipated force of up 

to 50,000 men), on the Pacific coast – an attack from the Atlantic side being considered 

unlikely, as well as impractical for a number of reasons. 

 

In May 1942, the US and Panama finally signed a Defense Sites Agreement (and an exchange 

of notes in Washington287) allowing for the lease of what eventually became a total of 134 

sites outside the Canal Zone to be used for the protection of the Canal, with the occupation 

of the sites to end 1 year after the end of the war288.  The agreements provided for a new, 

simpler procedure for the US to acquire defence sites outside the Canal Zone289. 

 

 
285  Germany and Italy had pre-empted the US by declaring war on it on 11 December. 
286  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm 
287  The Twelve-Point Agreement of 1942, an understanding concerning the settlement of 12 outstanding 

problems in the relations between the two countries: 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
288  There were actually given all up in 1948.  This was despite a caveat in the 1942 agreement that, “If within 

that period the two Governments believe that, in spite of the cessation of hostilities, a state of international 

insecurity continues to exist which makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use of any of the said 

defence bases or areas, the two Governments shall again enter into mutual consultation and shall conclude 

the new agreement which the circumstances require”: 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
289  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
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The US was given full and exclusive jurisdiction over its own civil and military personnel in 

the new areas that were leased; as well as the right to arrest, try and convict anyone 

committing crimes against the safety of the installations involved (except that any 

Panamanian citizens had to be handed over the Panama authorities for trial and 

punishment).  The agreements set the annual rent to be paid to private landowners, as well 

the US agreeing to undertake the completion of the Pina-Rio Providencia highway and the 

Madden Dam bypass into Panama City290. 

 

Air patrols from Panama had begun by 1940, and by February 1942 they included B-18 

bombers from David participating in Pacific patrols (which also involved aircraft operating 

from Guatemala and Ecuador) and PBY Catalina flying-boats from the Canal Zone operating 

out to, and from, as far away as the Galapagos Islands in the Pacific.  As already mentioned, 

it was felt that the greatest threat from air attack (or landings) came from this side, rather 

than the Caribbean side. 

 

Naval defences from 1940 also concentrated on the Pacific front, with submarine and 

surface craft patrols covering an arc stretching from Mexico to Peru.  As was the case for the 

Army, the first reaction of the Navy in December 1941 was to strengthen the defences at 

the Pacific end of the Canal – being the most obviously vulnerable to a Japanese attack 

(though Panama is only around 40 miles wide at its narrowest).  On 14 December, the War 

Department was told that the Navy had sent 2 submarine divisions, comprising 8 to 12 

vessels, and a patrol squadron of 12 aircraft to Panama with orders to establish advanced 

bases in the Galapagos Islands and the Gulf of Fonseca (a sheltered inlet to the north, 

bordered by Nicaragua, El Salvador and Honduras)291. 

 

As already mentioned, enemy aliens and potential sympathisers in the Canal Zone and 

Panama itself were rounded up following the attack on Pearl Harbor.  Those detained by the 

Panamanian authorities were turned over to the US authorities in the Canal Zone for 

internment at Balboa.  Those chosen for permanent internment were subsequently 

 
290  Ibid. 
291  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm 
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removed to detention in the US, with the internment camp at Balboa in the Canal Zone 

operating as a temporary holding facility. 

 

The defence arrangements for the Atlantic/Caribbean side differed from those for the 

Pacific.  This was due to the thinking that what was seen as an outer ring of defences in 

Puerto Rico and Caribbean islands offered greater protection and more likelihood of an 

early warning, and interdiction of potential attackers.  It was felt that, aside from nuisance 

attacks (or sabotage), the chief threat to the Canal Zone and facilities themselves from the 

Caribbean was for small landings from U-Boats292.  The main threat in the Caribbean and 

affecting the Canal, at least indirectly, were the activities of U-Boats, attacking allied 

shipping. 

 

As with the Pacific front, by February 1942 air patrols using B-18 bombers were operating 

over the Caribbean coasts, not just that of Panama, but also other Central American coasts 

together with the coast of Colombia. 

 

As with the ground defences of the Canal Zone, the aerial elements of its defences were 

upgraded and added to as the war progressed.   However, a shortage of US Navy patrol 

aircraft into 1942 meant that US Army aircraft continued to be used to supplement patrol 

activity, until gradually replaced by Navy aircraft. 

 

Alongside the expansion and improvement of US Army and Army Air Corps/Air Force 

facilities and capabilities, there was also developments on the part of the US Navy.  The 

Rodman Naval Station, at the Pacific end of the Canal, had been constructed 1932-37, and in 

1943 a 600-acre expansion opened – supplying fuel and other supplies to military vessels 

transiting the Canal.  With over 200 personnel, it had 3 docks, housing and warehouses, as 

well as ancillary facilities293.  However, while immediately before the war the Navy presence 

had been reinforced by the stationing of 3 ageing submarines built in the 1920s, these 

 
292  2 such landings from U-Boats took place in the US in June 1943, with a total of 8 German agents being 

landed – all of whom were soon captured. 
293  Its US Navy used lessened in the 1960, but it remained in use until handed over to Panama in 1999, when it 

became the Vasco Nuñez de Balboa Naval Base: https://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1999-03-11-

9903100986-story.html  



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

92 

 

achieved no combat success and were later withdrawn for unsuccessful modification as 

cargo vessels (though they were to end up being used in training) and, in 1942, the smaller 

S-boat submarines then based in Coco Solo were transferred to Australia, and the 

submarine base was disestablished in 1944294. 

 

US Naval Station Coco Solo in 1941 

 

Economically, the war had a major impact on Panama.  Commercial traffic through the Canal 

dropped more than a third between 1940 and 1945, resulting in a two-thirds decrease in toll 

revenues.  However, the inflow of US dollars and increased demand caused by the war, 

including for the thousands of workers from other Central American states and the 

Caribbean, led to a rise in domestic production, with, for example, that of milk, sugar and 

slaughtered cattle almost doubling between 1939 and 1945295.  US Army engineers also 

constructed of the first transisthmian highway during the war. 

 

 
294  During the war, in January 1942 submarine S-26 was lost in the Gulf of Panama after colliding with a patrol 

boat; and USS Dorado was lost with all hands when in transit to Panama from New London, Connecticut in 

October 1943. For more, see: 

https://www.public.navy.mil/subfor/underseawarfaremagazine/Issues/Archives/issue_06/silent_victory.html 
295  Leonard, Thomas M.; Bratzel, John F. (2007). Latin America during World War II. Rowman & Littlefield. 
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Unlike other US allies, Panama did not receive any Lend-Lease funding296, but the US did 

undertake large-scale public works projects – including roads297, a bridge over the Canal, 

and on a third set of locks for the Canal itself, which did much to modernise the country and 

boost the economy298.  The US also provided the government of La Guardia with weapons, 

boats, and other war materials, and established a permanent military mission to assist in 

training the Panamanian National Police.  Some of the weapons provided were soon put to 

work in putting down an attempted coup by a group of police officers and civilians in 

September 1943. 

 

The wartime peak US troop strength during the war was in November 1942, when there 

were 68,000 men, including 36,000 ground troops, in Panama – compared to the 13,000 

that had been there in 1939.  As the perceived threat from the Japanese receded, so did 

troop numbers, and by January 1944 there were only 42,000 present, and by 1945 numbers 

had fallen to below 1939 levels. 

 

By 1944, as the war progressed, and seemed to move even further away, Panama appeared 

to become something of a backwater.  The large coastal artillery guns were effectively 

mothballed and/or removed, and the canal Zone began being used primarily as a training 

area for jungle warfare.  In fact, the only known military casualties in Panama during WW2 

were the result of malaria, with more than 10% of the forces stationed in the country being 

affected299. 

 

 

 

 
296  Brazil received around three-quarters of the Lend-Lease assistance distributed in Latin America. In addition, 

Ecuador received assistance, mainly for the building of an airbase in the Galapagos Islands, and both Colombia 

and the Dominican Republic used Lend-Lease to modernise their militaries in exchange for their participation 

in the defence of the Panama Canal and the Caribbean sea lanes (Leonard, Thomas M.; John F. Bratzel 

(2007). Latin America during World War II, Rowman & Littlefield). 
297  These included the first highway across the isthmus, the first stage built in 1941, connecting the Madden 

Dam with Panama City, further extension all the way across to Colon was then deferred due to difficulties of 

jurisdiction (i.e. should the Army’s engineers have to build it), cost and utility.  The 1936 Treaty had included a 

requirement for such a road linking the Madden Dam and Canal Zone.  The first trans-isthmus road convoy was 

in April 1942, though not all of the route was paved. 
298  Leonard, Thomas M.; Bratzel, John F. (2007). Latin America during World War II, Rowman & Littlefield. 
299  https://history.army.mil/html/books/panama/panamacanal/CMH-70-115-1-PanamaCanal.pdf 
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11 THE YAMAMOTO PLAN TO ATTACK THE CANAL 

 

As has been mentioned, there had been fears that the Japanese could have launched an 

attack on the Canal using aircraft carriers, something that the attack on Pearl Harbor in 

December 1941 of course did nothing to dispel.  The fear of such an attack diminished 

during the war, as the tide of war swung against the Japanese.  However, there was a 

definite Japanese plan to attack the Canal using aircraft, but not using aircraft carriers. 

 

In 1942, after the losses incurred in the Battle of Midway, the Imperial Japanese Navy lacked 

the capability to launch a major attack on the Canal using its aircraft carriers.  Therefore, its 

commander, Admiral Yamamoto, came up with a daring plan to carry out an attack using 

aircraft carried by submarine.  The War Ministry approved the plan and in December 1942 

issued orders for the construction of 18 very large submarines, the I-400 Class300.   

 

The carriage of aircraft by submarines was not a novel idea, the French and British had both 

built aircraft-carrying vessels – the British abandoning them after accidents.  The Japanese 

had even used a smaller aircraft-carrying submarine to make an attack on the US west coast 

in 1942301, having by 1942 a fleet of 11 such vessels.  The much larger I-400 class was 

intended to carry 3 monoplane floatplanes in a sealed tube-shaped container on the 

foredeck, in additional to having a gun and torpedo armament. 

 

However, by mid-1943 circumstances had changed, and support for the Yamamoto plan had 

reduced (and anyway he had been killed in April 1943).  By then 6 hulls had been begun, but 

the Navy decided that no more I-400 would be laid down.  Of those begun, one (I-402) was 

to be completed as a supply/tanker submarine, and only 2 other vessels (I-400 and I-401) 

were to be fully completed – although work on the I-403, I-404 and I-405 was begun in 

1944, the building programme for the vessels was formally cancelled in March 1945.  

 
300  400-feet long, 5,220 tons displacement.  It could travel 37,500 nautical miles at 14 knots while 

surfaced, equivalent to going 1½ times around the world without refuelling. See also: 

https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-400-foot-aircraft-launching-

submarine-1.258067 
301  A B1-class submarine, of 2,584 tons displacement, the I-25 used a E15K floatplane which dropped bombs 

on two occasions, setting fire to forests in Oregon. 
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Construction of I-403 and I-405 had by then been suspended, and the I-404 destroyed in an 

aircraft attack in 1945 when 90% complete and having been launched. 

 

Hence, only the I-400 and I-401 were available for the planned attack on the Canal, having 

been completed in December 1944 and January 1945 - the I-402 was only ready for 

operation as the war ended.   

 

The eventual plan called for the 2 large submarines to be accompanied by 2 smaller B1-type 

vessels, such as had made the earlier attacks on the US (but adapted to carry 2 floatplanes, 

rather than the normal single aircraft).  The aircraft to be used in the attack was to have 

been the M6A1 Seiran, a 2-seat, twin-float, single-engine monoplane, of greater capability 

than the biplane type used in the attacks on Oregon.   

 

Each of the I-400 Class had a watertight hangar on deck, capable of accommodating up to 3 

M6A1.  These could be launched using a 26-metre long compressed-air catapult mounted on 

the forward deck.  It was said that a well-trained crew of 4 men could roll out an M16A1 on 

a collapsible catapult carriage, attach the plane's floats and have it readied for flight in 

approximately 7 minutes.  

 

Aichi M6A Seiran 
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The first prototype Seiran flew in November 1943, with production begun in early 1944, and 

the first operational example was ready in October 1944.  A pilot-trainer version with a 

retractable wheeled undercarriage was also developed302. 

 

In January 1945, the 2 I-400 Class began their shakedown cruises and catapult-launch 

training.  Trials established that a notional maximum bomb or torpedo load of 800 kg could 

be carried by the M16A1.  Operational training was scheduled to begin in April 1945.   

 

The exact details of the plan to attack the Canal are not known.  However, it seems that a 

total of 10 M16A1 were to be used, 6 with torpedoes and 4 with bombs. 

 

After Germany surrendered in May 1945 the need to block the Canal, and thus prevent the 

anticipated flow of men and materials transferred to the Pacific theatre, became seemingly 

even more important.  However, in July 1945, the plan was cancelled, with the submarines 

and aircraft involved to be diverted to defence of the home islands.  The fleet then set sail in 

July 1945 for a planned attack on US aircraft carriers, but their mission was cancelled as they 

were en route, and the vessels were ordered to return to Japan. 

 

 
302  Aichi completed the first prototype in 1943, and the Navy ordered production to start 

immediately.  The original production 44 aircraft was eventually reduced to 28 (including 2 M6A1-K 

trainers) due to the cost and war-driven material shortages, not to mention 2 major earthquakes and 

relentless bombing by B-29 bombers of Japan: https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-

buster.htm  
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US Navy sailors watch the I-400 roll past in Japanese waters at the end of World War 2 

 

One can speculate how successful an attack could have been.  It seems likely that, had the 

submarines reached their objective undetected, surprise would have been total, as by 1944 

the aerial capability of the Imperial Japanese Navy (i.e. its aircraft carriers) had diminished 

considerably, and the perceived threat similarly reduced.  In fact, in December 1944, a 

senior US Army Air Force officer flew a P-51 fighter at low-level from one end of the Canal to 

the other, without being challenged or shot at. 

 

Postwar planners determined that, in fact, a successful attack on the Canal would have 

actually required a force of the equivalent of 4 of the large Midway-class aircraft carriers, 

with their usual escorting fleet, and some 250 aircraft. 

 

Incidentally, as already mentioned, it is claimed that there was an abortive German plan 

that would have seen submarine-launched aircraft used to attack the Canal, but evidence of 

this appears, to say the least, scanty. 

 

12 1941-45 

 

In 1940, the War Plans Division at the US War Department had recommended the 

establishment of a theatre command structure for the Caribbean, one of which would be 
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centred on the Canal Zone and take in Jamaica.  The plan was approved in January 1941, and 

the Caribbean Defense Command was official activated in February 1942.  However, there 

were ongoing problems in coordinating operations between the Command (an Army entity) 

and the Navy (the 15th Naval District covering the Canal Zone and adjacent waters) – with 

coordination expected by means of “mutual cooperation”.  In fact, it was only after Pearl 

Harbor that unity of command was established, at least in the higher echelons, with the 

problem in some ways transferred to lower levels303.  Another problems faced both in 

Panama and in the wider Caribbean theatre was said to be whether tactical defences should 

be organised in parallel with administrative organisations and then be assigned downwards 

to sectors, or be placed under a single theatre-wide commander. 

 

CARIBBEAN DEFENSE COMMAND 

Existing from 1941 to 1947, the CDC was tasked with protecting the Panama Canal, the 

Canal Zone, and all its access points as well as defending the region from Axis aggression 

and setting up a series of US bases throughout the Caribbean from which to project US 

military power after World War 2.   

Its establishment was effectively brought about by the war, and the need for it resulted 

from the presence of the Canal and the Canal Zone.  Like the combatant commands that 

would come after it, the CDC would also oversee various subordinate commands in its area.  

However, early successes, as well as the general progress of the war saw to it that the 

original mission of the Command was quickly rendered moot304. 

As it transpired, the CDC had less military significance during World War 2 than military 

leaders had originally imagined.  The potential for Axis aggression against the region having 

been effectively dealt with not long after the US entry into the war, and no major attacks 

against the Canal or Canal Zone were ever successfully carried out.   

Furthermore, the US contingency plans for using and improving Panamanian railways for 

moving supplies from the Atlantic to the Pacific in case of emergency were assessed to be 

sufficient to supplant the Canal altogether should the latter become completely 

inoperable305.  It has been said that the railways along the isthmus would have been 

 
303  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
304  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
305  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
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sufficient to handle all the shipping just as well as the Canal had, though at an admittedly 

higher price and, in retrospect, this rendered the Canal less of a strategic asset than a 

symbolic, diplomatic, and economic one306.   

As the tide of war began to turn, the CDC saw itself being increasingly marginalised 

militarily, with resources and personnel reduced – though other roles, including training307, 

grew in importance308. 

With the defence of the Canal Zone primarily an Army responsibility, its location and the 

situation on the ground meant that naval and air power was also needed to properly protect 

it, and hence required the coordination of the (often rival) services309.  Though the CDC 

would never quite function as well as intended, it would serve as a prototype military 

command which would deal jointly with the different branches of the services (mostly Army 

and Navy) in a manner that would later be adopted throughout the US military. 

Furthermore, an important factor was that the presence of the CDC helped the US in its 

dealings with its neighbours by providing a centralised authority within close proximity to 

the South American continent which could communicate quickly with decision makers in 

Washington310. 

As noted elsewhere311, the lack of activity in the Caribbean led to the CDC being 

downgraded repeatedly and restructured several times throughout 1943,  with its 

commanding general spending much of his time working on political-military relations312 

 
306  Noel Maurer and Carlos Yu, The Big Ditch: How America Took, Built, Ran, and Ultimately Gave Away the 

Panama Canal (Princeton University Press, 2011). 
307  In November 1944, CDC began to establish additional training resources to assist the efforts of Latin 

American republics to “mold their individual military groups into well-functioning and efficient organizations 

patterned after the general principles of the United States Army” (per CDC Training Memorandum Number 1, 

Training Directive Training Year 1945). 
308  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
309  It helped perhaps that, at the time, the air force was a part of the Army, as the US Army Air Corps (the US 

army Air Force from 1941); the US Air Force not being created as a separate service until 1947.  The other 

elements of the US defence structure, the US Marine Corp and the US Coast Guard both came under the 

auspices of the US Navy (the latter in wartime, being a part of the US Treasury in peacetime). 
310  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
311  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
312  General Brett, as commanding general had personally “adopted” a B-17B called the Swoose, as his own 

private transport. The Swoose would fly him around the region during most of his time as commander, and he 

was able to use it effectively as a means of propaganda allowing foreign leaders to travel with him, and 

reportedly even allowing the Presidents of Cuba and Nicaragua to fly as co-pilots during “good neighbour” 

visits - it was eventually transferred to the care of the National Museum of the US Air Force where it was to 

undergo restoration. 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

100 

 

with Latin American nations rather than purely military issues313.  Toward the end of 1943, 

the Command had already begun functioning as a more bureaucratic entity than a purely 

military one. 

In November 1947, the Caribbean Defense Command was formally renamed the United 

States Caribbean Command, and was reorganised with new goals and responsibilities 

The eventual successor to CDC, following the Caribbean Command314 which operated 1947-

63, was US Southern Command came into existence in 1963.  For its early existence it was 

headquartered in Quarry Heights, Panama Canal Zone and only moved to Miami in 1997 in 

anticipation of the handover of the Panama Canal and Canal Zone back to Panama at the 

end of 1999315. 

 

One of the complaints made by commanders in Panama was that the higher command in 

1941 appeared more interested in fortifying the outer defence shield in the newly acquired 

Caribbean bases than in Panama itself, including the Pacific side316.  In February 1942, a 

memorandum drafted for the Caribbean Defense Command outlined a theoretical attack by 

a Japanese task force consisting of aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers, and submarines.  

The final assessment of the exercise was simply that the Canal and its waterways were 

 
313  General Brett’s appointment to the Caribbean Defense Command came following some unpleasantness 

that occurred in the Pacific theatre after he (unintentionally) upset General Douglas MacArthur.  Brett was in 

command of US forces in Australia when the Philippines had surrendered to the Japanese and Washington had 

ordered MacArthur to head to Australia to become Supreme Allied Commander in the Pacific.  Knowing that 

MacArthur was not fond of flying and would not ride in anything but the best aircraft, he tried to arrange for 

the best possible aircraft the Army had at their disposal, a B-17 bomber. These were in short supply. Of the 4 

that Brett was able to secure to ferry MacArthur and his party (which included his family), 2 were laid out due 

to mechanical problems and were unable to make the trip, and another ran out of fuel mid-flight en-route to 

pick up MacArthur forcing the pilot to ditch and costing the life of 2 crewmembers.  The single B-17 that 

arrived and was available to make the trip was an older, very worn unit with an inexperienced crew.  The result 

was that MacArthur refused to use the aircraft. MacArthur, already in a foul mood over being ordered to 

retreat, took personal offence and assumed animosity on Brett’s part for being replaced as commander in 

Australia.  Although new B-17 were eventually secured for the flight, the damage had been done. MacArthur 

sent a formal request to have Brett removed.  Fortunately for Brett, General George Marshall, the Army Chief 

of Staff, was a close friend of his and was reluctant to replace him.  Although MacArthur was eventually 

successful in getting Brett removed from the Pacific theatre, it was done without any real suggestion that he 

had failed in his mission. https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
314  Caribbean Command was initially tasked with responsibilities over the waterways and access points to the 

Panama Canal as well as all military forces throughout the region.  However, its area of responsibility (AOR) 

was steadily reduced so that, by 1963, it did not have any actual role in the Caribbean at all. 
315  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
316  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
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susceptible to attack, and that it was necessary to bring in both additional heavy bombers 

and experienced personnel to operate them317. 

 

The theatre commander in 1941-42 also thought that the air defences of the Canal Zone 

should be dedicated to the initial and main purpose, i.e. defence of the Canal, and not be 

looked upon as available for wider operations in the theatre318.  However, in 1942, a 

Caribbean Air Force command was created, modelled on the structure created in the 

Continental USA. 

 

The light cruiser USS Concord off Balboa in January 1943 

 

The war had an effect on Panama in many ways, even though it was not directly attacked.  

For example, early in the war, the freighter and passenger ships belonging to the Panama 

Railroad Company were transferred to the US Navy319, with the shipping line services 

suspended until 1947. 

 

The primary US Navy naval strategy in the Atlantic areas from 1942 was the destruction of 

U-Boats operating (including in the so-called Wolf Packs) in the Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean 

 
317  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
318  Ibid. 
319  The original Panama Railroad was begun in 1847 by 3 New York entrepreneurs and opened in 1855, as the 

first transcontinental railway in the western hemisphere.  Originally initiated to take advantage of a US mail 

contract, it was then used by many hundreds of would-be goldminers making their way to take part in the 

California gold rush – both they and the mail making the journey (despite sea journeys before and after 

crossing the isthmus) faster than trying to cross the continental US. 
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and the Atlantic.  This was to include the use of surface craft, aircraft and submarines 

operating from Panama.  See the previous section on the battle against the U-boats. 

 

US Naval Station Taboga overhauled PT Boats and provided operational training for crews.  

The training base opened on 1 August 1942, with 11 boats of MTB Squadron 2.  On 2 April 

1942, the New York Times about the “Mosquito Fleet On Duty At the Panama Canal”, saying 

that –  

One of the mightiest forces serving in the joint air, sea and land defense of the 

Panama Canal is the fleet of patrol torpedo boats, PT boats, which are now operating 

in the waters off Panama. They have true high-scoring power as proved by the 

results turned in by the tiny group operating with General MacArthur in the 

Philippines320. 

 

PT Boats of MTB Squadron 2 at the commissioning of the training base on 1 August 1942 

 

Obviously, shipping using the Canal would be one of the most tempting targets for U-Boats.  

On other hand, In the list of US merchant ships lost to, or damaged by, mines during World 

War 2321, while several Panama-flagged ships were listed as being lost, only one ship was 

recorded as damaged in the region of Panama itself.  In January 1943, the USS Charles 

 
320  https://www.nytimes.com/1942/04/02/archives/mosquito-fleet-on-duty-at-the-panama-canal.html 
321  http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html 
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Carroll (AP 58), a Crescent City Class transport (later reclassified in 1943 as an attack 

transport as APA 28), serving with the US Navy struck a mine off the Canal Zone and had to 

put into Balboa for repairs.  It had been launched in 1942 in Maryland and, after seeing 

involvement in Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of North Africa, had been heading for 

the Pacific when she was damaged by the mine322. 

 

However, in January 1942 only 3 U-Boats were operational in the US east coast areas323.  

This number increased to 6 the following month, but never to more than 10 over the 

following few months.  These nevertheless enjoyed one of the U-Boats’ “Happy Times”, 

including attacks on shipping highlighted against the initially non-blacked out US east coast, 

and with scanty and improvised defences.    

 

Things began to change with the first U-Boat being lost in April 1942, a coastal blackout 

imposed along the east coast, and gradually losses of shipping fell, as improved defences 

and convoy tactics (with surface vessel, airship324 and aeroplane escort) were put in place.  

The changes led to the Germans abandoning the US east coast (except for some minelaying) 

from September 1942 until the following Spring. 

 
322  As mentioned elsewhere, the only other mine casualty in Panama waters that appears to have been 

recorded, was the loss of a locally-based tug, which struck a mine that had come loose from the protective 

minefields. 
323  Lack of coordination between Germany and Japan, and other priorities meant that the bulk of the U-Boat 

fleet was operating in the Mediterranean or off Norway during the Winter 1941-42, i.e. when the US formally 

entered the war. 
324  https://www.centennialofflight.net/essay/Lighter_than_air/Airships_in_WWII/LTA10.htm 
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USS Missouri in the Miraflores Locks, Panama Canal, October 1945 

 

As detailed earlier, the first U-Boat began operating in the Caribbean in February 1942.  

After running down operations off the US east coast, the U-Boats then intensified their 

operations in the Caribbean, with the struggle being labelled as the Battle of the Caribbean 

(or Operational Neuland by the Germans)325.  The main concentration was on oil traffic from 

Venezuela and Aruba, and South American trade (including all the US supplies of bauxite) 

which had to pass by Trinidad.  By the end of 1942, 336 vessels or 1.5 million tons of 

shipping had been sunk in the Caribbean zone.    

 

In February 1942, an unfortunate accident saw the large Free French submarine Surcouf 

sunk after a collision with a freighter on Caribbean side of the Canal326.  Captured by the 

British after the French Armistice in 1940 it was turned over to the Free French and sent to 

Bermuda.  A large and unusual design, as well as torpedo tubes, it also mounted 2 x 8-inch 

guns in a turret and even (like the Japanese submarines intended to attack the Canal) a 

 
325  The Italian submarines operating near the Lesser Antilles in 1942 did not venture as far into the Caribbean 

as the Germans: Kelshall, Gaylord T.M. The U-Boat War in the Caribbean United States Naval Institute Press 

(1994). 
326  Kelshall, Gaylord T.M. The U-Boat War in the Caribbean United States Naval Institute Press (1994). 
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single seaplane in a deck canister.  Initially, it was said that the submarine was lost because 

both vessels were operating at night without lights due to the U-Boat threat; but a later 

French inquiry claimed that the submarine had been lost in a “friendly fire” incident, after 

being attacked by US aircraft. 

 

One interesting sidelight on the attitude of the Panamanian government during the war was 

its reluctance to accept, without at least prior screening, of US troops coming from Puerto 

Rico.  At the start of 1943 there were approximately 17,000 Puerto Ricans in the US Army, 

including the 65th Infantry Regiment, and all of them were stationed either in Puerto Rico 

itself or in the US Virgin Islands327.   

 

The use of Puerto Rican troops displayed racial sensitivities.  Puerto Rican troops were 

increasingly being sought to supplant forces being removed from the Caribbean Defense 

Command and the increased use of Puerto Rican troops exposed an attitude toward these 

troops that would not be compatible with modern sensitivities.   Although all involved 

acknowledged that they were US citizens, it was felt that they were lacking in “mental, 

tactical and technical ability” as well as in English proficiency.  The requirements for the 

Puerto Rican troops were that they be at least 8th grade graduates, speak English, be above 

the minimum weight and height levels, and receive a rating of Class 3 or higher on the Army 

General Classification Test (the AGCT was an early means for attempting the assessment of 

intelligence or other abilities).   

 

Nevertheless, by the end of 1943, a great portion of the coast artillery in Panama was made 

up of Puerto Rican troops who served with distinction.  Among the various objections to 

using Puerto Ricans in the Caribbean Defense Command that were sometimes put forth, 

there was perhaps one legitimate reason - for reasons of diplomacy with other Caribbean 

nations (e.g. “the use of Puerto Rican troops in Cuba is entirely out of the question” due to 

possible racial animosities between the peoples of Cuba and Puerto Rico). 

 
327  Interestingly, in 1917 the US had hurriedly acquired the Danish Virgin Islands, to counter a possible flaw in 

the canal's defences, by ensuring they were not obtained by Imperial Germany.  The US paid $25 million in 

gold.  President Woodrow Wilson and his Secretary of State Robert Lansing hd feared that Germany 

might annex Denmark and then be launch attacks the islands. 
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When the US War Department proposed to send the 65th Infantry Regiment to Panama as a 

replacement for continental US troops that were to be withdrawn for service in the Pacific, 

the Panamanian government insisted on a careful screening of the unit - despite the fact 

that it was a Regular Army regiment and was to be stationed within the Canal Zone.    

However, the performance of the regiment led the US War Department to decide upon a 

general replacement of continental troops not only in Panama, but in the bases on British 

islands in the Caribbean as well, at least to the extent permitted by the availability of trained 

Puerto Rican units.  Eventually, it was hoped, 20,000 Puerto Rican troops could be made 

available328.  By the end of 1943 nearly 5,000 Puerto Rican soldiers were based in Panama. 

 

BRAZILIANS IN PANAMA 

The Brazilian Expeditionary Force, which took part in the fighting in Italy, included a fighter group 

from the Brazilian Air Force329, formed in 1943 and which undertook its combat training under the 

jurisdiction of the 6th Air Force at Aguadulce in Panama – the commander and 32 pilots 

using Curtiss P-40 Warhawks.  In May 1944, the group was declared operational and active in the air 

defence of the Canal.  However, it left in June to travel to the US and reequip with P-47D 

Thunderbolts, being deployed to Italy later in the year330. 

 

Curtiss P-40K Warhawk of the Brazilian Air Force, of the type likely used in Panama331 

 

 
328  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm  
329  1st Fighter Group (1o Grupo de Aviaçäo de Caça) 
330  https://www.defesanet.com.br/aviacao/noticia/695/Dia-de-Aviacao-de-Caca---Parte-1/ 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf 
331  http://www.rudnei.cunha.nom.br/FAB/en/p-40.html 
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Experiments with the use by the US Army of aircraft to transport troops and equipment to 

reinforce the Canal Zone is said to have dated from 1931, when a field artillery battery was 

transported to Panama for manoeuvres, and in 1933 a full division of soldiers were 

deployed there by air for “hemispheric defense”332.  As mentioned elsewhere, the airline 

industry in the US had carried out studies showing how, in theory, the Canal Zone could be 

reinforced by air (albeit at the cost of effectively closing down all other operations). 

 

THE STRIKING FORCE 

Until late in the war, i.e. to 1943, the US maintained a long-distance striking force as part of 

the Caribbean Defense Command (meaning parachute troops and airborne infantry) 

intended for potential use elsewhere in the Central or South America or in the Caribbean.  It 

also undertook training in Panama.   

The 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion, an independent airborne forces unit, was formed in 

July 1941 at Fort Kobbe - originally as an air landing unit, rather than a parachute or glider 

landing unit.  It was associated with the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion, that would have 

normally preceded it in any combat zone.   

In 1943, as threats in the region diminished, the 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion was 

redesignated the 550th Glider Infantry Battalion and departed Panama for Sicily, where it 

trained in preparation for the invasion of Southern France (Operation Dragoon) in 1944, as 

part of the 1st Airborne Task Force.  It was later transferred to England and took part in the 

Battle of the Bulge in late 1944, before being disbanded in Belgium in March 1945. 

The 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion had been formed at Fort Kobbe in November 1942 

(although their parachute training took place at Fort Benning in the US), as part of a plan to 

land in Vichy-controlled Martinique333.  When it was no longer required for the planned 

Martinique operation, the paratroops were instead moved out in August 1943 and 

eventually shipped to Europe, where it was badly mauled in fighting in Belgium in January 

 
332  https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0299carriers/  However, it is said that the success of German 

airborne forces early in World War 2 inspired the US (and British) armies to invest in their own airborne 

resources. 
333  Martinique was governed by the Vichy Government after the Fall of France in 1940, and was used by 

German U-boats during the Battle of the Caribbean.  However, Free French forces took over on the island on 

Bastille Day in July 1943.  In May 1943, the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion had been put on alert for a 

possible parachute landing on the island. 
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1945, with survivors being absorbed into the 82nd Airborne Division, being formally 

deactivated later in January. 

 

The Panama Sea Frontier patrol and threat area covered both Pacific and Caribbean regions.  

It stretched from the Mexico/Guatemala border out to the Galapagos Islands and down to a 

point at 5◦ of latitude on the coast of South America.  On the other side, it stretched from 

the Mexico/British Honduras border to Punta de Gallinas in Colombia on the north coast of 

South America, and around 90 miles west of Aruba.  In doing so, the Panama Sea Frontier 

encompassed the coastlines of British Honduras, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa 

Rica, Panama and Colombia. 

 

Something that was being experimented with in Panama was eventually to prove of value in 

combat on the other side of the world.  A Major William H Taylor had been undertaking 

experimental jungle landings of troop-carrying gliders in Panama using the CG-4A in 1943-

44334, and attracted the attention of officers seeking to establish a new Air Commando 

organisation, inspired by the Wingate Chindit operations in Burma335, and with the original 

intention of spearheading such operations there.  Part of the plans involved using gliders to 

fly in artillery and other heavy equipment into jungle bases.  Taylor was selected to be 

commander of the glider detachment and travelled to Kentucky to help form and train a 

new unit336, which was to take part in operations in Burma in 1944. 

 

 
334  The most widely-used troop-carrying and cargo glider of the war, used by both the US and British forces 

(the latter naming it the Hadrian), with more than 13,000 built.  It was built of wood and metal and was fabric-

covered, had 2 crew and could carry 13 troops, or a Jeep, light artillery or other equipment.  It was usually 

towed by a C-47 Dakota transport aircraft (n.b. it was prominently featured in the film “A Bridge Too Far” 

about the Arnhem operation). 
335  The Long Range Penetration Groups of the British and Indian Armies undertook operations behind enemy 

lines in Burma 1943-44, depending on air supply and air evacuation of sick and wounded.  They had been the 

idea of Brigadier Orde Wingate, who died in an air crash in 1944. 
336  The 5318th Provisional Air Unit, whose men included former child film star Jackie Coogan.  It large force of 

aircraft included 150 cargo gliders, transport aircraft, smaller types, and even a handful of the new YR-4 

helicopters: Silent Skies: Gliders at War 1939-1945 by Tim Lynch (Pen & Sword), 2008; and Gliders of World 

War II: The Bastards No One Wanted by Michael H Manion (Pickle Partners Publishing), 2015; Project 9: The 

Birth of the Air Commandos in World War II by Dennis R. Okerstrom (University of Missouri Press), 2014. 
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A Waco CG-4A glider of the kind used for jungle landing experiments by Major Taylor 

 

By January 1943 it was apparent that any immediate threat to the Canal had diminished 

(although the planned Japanese submarine-based attack, mentioned elsewhere, was still 

under consideration then), with the U-boat threat less and the Japanese military and naval 

forces busy far away across the Pacific.  By this time, the peak strength of some 67,000 air 

and ground forces of the Panama Canal Department had been reached, and the major 

construction projects were completed or nearing completion.   

 

The blackout was partially lifted in April 1943 (with, for example, streetlights remaining on 

until 2300) and, by January 1944, 38,751 of the forces previously on the strength of the 

Department had been redeployed, some outpost installations were abandoned, and heavy 

artillery batteries began to be deactivated.  In September 1944, the Caribbean Defense 

Command reverted to a pre-war alert status.   

 

By early 1945 forces in Canal Zone were submitting plans for postwar scenarios.  By the end 

of the year many defensive emplacements had been abandoned or removed337. 

 

1943 appears to have been the time of the turning of the tide, at least insofar as the 

Caribbean Defense Command and the threats and active involvement of the Panama region 

in the conflict were concerned.  1942 had been arguably the busiest year for the CDC and its 

assigned area of responsibility as an active theatre of war.  Although defence of the Canal 

 
337  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
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remained the top priority for the CDC, the need to protect both military and commercial 

shipping had become the major concern around this time338.   

 

However, the lack of activity in the Caribbean led to the CDC being downgraded repeatedly 

and restructured several times throughout 1943.  It had a new commanding general (this 

time from the USAAF) from the end of 1942, and this new commander spent much of his 

time working on political-military relations with Latin American nations rather than purely 

military issues339.  Toward the end of 1943, the Command had already begun functioning as 

a more of a bureaucratic entity than a purely military one. 

 

In May 1943, 3 of the separate sub-commands of the CDC were merged and the 6th Air Force 

was then split roughly in half with one portion being placed in the Antilles Department and 

becoming Antilles Air Command.  It was also considered possible to eliminate the long 

distance striking force of the CDC (meaning parachute troops and airborne infantry), as they 

had never been needed, and with the end of the war clearly in sight and with Axis 

aggression in the region either receding or never having materialised, it did not appear they 

ever would be during the conflict340. 

 

The submarine base at Coco Solo was disestablished in 1944.  Then, in June 1944 the 10th 

Fleet itself was dissolved, and the Chief of Naval Operations directed that all Lend-Lease 

bases except Trinidad be put on caretaker status.  Gradually other bases and installations in 

the Caribbean region were downgraded - by VE Day no enemy forces had threatened the 

area at all for over 10 months and, from VE to VJ Day reductions and deactivations 

continued at an even faster pace. 

 

THE ARMY COUNTER INTELLIGENCE CORPS 

The Panama Signal Company had a monitoring station at Corozal in the Canal Zone in 1939, 

and was one of 7 monitoring stations which were the basic source of SIS intercept traffic 

 
338  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
339  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
340  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd  



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

111 

 

until after Pearl Harbor341.  The Army’s (very small) Corps of Intelligence Police had noted an 

upswing in Japanese and Nazi German activity in the Panama, Hawaiian and Philippines 

Departments in the late 1930s342. 

Under a Presidential order on June 1939, the US Army had authority in Panama for military 

intelligence, sabotage and counter-espionage.  Then in June 1940, the FBI was made 

responsible for collecting intelligence and conducting counter-intelligence operations in the 

Western Hemisphere343 (and operated in this role throughout Latin American during the 

war), while all other foreign intelligence was to be the responsibility of the Army (Military 

Intelligence Division) or Navy (Office of Naval Intelligence)344.  However, until after the 

attack on Pearl Harbor, actual intelligence assets available to the US are said to have been 

rather thin345, with the exception of communications intelligence. 

By February 1941, the Corps of Intelligence Police still had only a complement of 288 men, 

of which 18 agents were assigned to the Panama Canal Department346.  By February 1942, 

there were 59 officers in the Department, out of a total of 513 in the whole Corps (which 

had become renamed as the Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC) on 1 January 1942). 

In November 1941, all but the most important cases were dropped, and all agents received 

priority assignments to learn the location of the Japanese population in Panama.  The 

Japanese here were mostly young men, and the majority of them seemed to be operating or 

working in barber shops (see Section 7: the Japanese threat – spies and fishing boats). 

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor agents in Panama City and in Colon were involved in 

rounding up the Japanese in their areas – the detention of enemy aliens and other suspects 

was said to be reasonably effective347.  At the same time, they attempted to keep track of 

the activities of the legations in Panama City, with special attention being paid to the 

German and Japanese deputations. 

 
341  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-

publications/publications/wwii/history_us_comms.pdf 
342  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
343  The NSA has stated that the FBI “did quite well in counterintelligence and undoubtedly disrupted most 

German operations in the US and later in Latin America”. 
344  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
345  Ibid. 
346  The first 2 such officers had been assigned to the canal Zone in 1922, the complement rising to 3 in April 

1939, and 4 in 1940, with 12 places originally authorised in 1941. 
347  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
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During 1942, the CIC detachment was organised on a territorial responsibility basis. This 

comprised the Pacific sector which included the Pacific half of the Canal Zone together with 

Panama City and its environs; the Atlantic side and the Province of Colon; and the sector 

comprising the other areas of the interior of the Republic. 

Agents were involved in investigating suspected disaffection amongst Canal employees, 

contractors’ employees, and the military, together with investigation of suspected or 

potential sabotage of ships calling at the Canal Zone ports, and reports of clandestine radios 

and signal lights. 

However, the CIC operated outside the Canal Zone only by permission of the Panamanian 

Government, as no agreement had been made for a US secret or investigative force to 

operate in Panama itself.  Despite Panama having declared war on the Axis powers, local 

cooperation had to be agreed upon, as any rights or privileges extended to the US Army 

were outlined by specific diplomatic agreements and which applied only to specific defence 

sites and highways.  In the Canal Zone itself, the CIC was the only agency which conducted 

investigations of espionage, sabotage, disaffection, treason, and sedition348. 

 

The changes in the gun defences of the Canal Zone might be illustrated by those that took 

place at Fort Amador, on the breakwater formed from linked islands and used to defend the 

Pacific end of the Canal.  Initially armed with 2 batteries, each with 2 x 6-inch artillery pieces 

capable of being withdrawn under cover.  These batteries (named Birnie and Smith) were 

begun in 1913 and completed in 1917.  The 6-inch guns remained in place until 1943, when 

they were removed and the structures that had housed them were buried.  A battery 

equipped with 90mm guns replaced the 6-inch guns, intended for use against motor 

torpedo boats.  These were subsequently removed in 1948, and the site buried over. 

 

DISEASE AND ILLNESS 

A major challenge for the military in Panama was presented by disease.  After all, 

construction of the canal (particularly the abortive, initial French attempt) had seen huge 

problems with malaria, yellow fever and other tropical illnesses. Leading the fight during the 

war was the Army Medical Department.  The build-up of forces from 1939 caused concern, 

 
348  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
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particularly of the risk of malaria – although tuberculosis (the leading cause of death in 

Panama at the time) and venereal disease were the other major threats that the Army 

worried over. 

Construction of 3 new military hospitals in the Canal Zone had been authorised in the $50 

million 1939 expansion programme. 

The Corps of Engineers maintained a medical service for civilian employees, which 

functioned alongside the Army Medical Services. 

Between April and September 1942 malaria reached epidemic proportions among the 

increasing numbers of US troops, who were often placed in areas before adequate 

protection could be put in place.  At the height of the epidemic, 111.7 of every 1,000 men 

were being treated for malaria, and training and manoeuvres were often cancelled.  

Preventive measures were put in place, including dusk-to-dawn curfews, night-time guards 

wearing gloves and netting on their heads, and bed checks ensured that troops only slept 

under mosquito netting.  However, the rate of infection began to fall as controls and 

protective measures improved. 

In part to cope with problems faced in the war in the Pacific, the US Army School of 

Malariology349 was established at Fort Clayton in 1943.  It undertook research into 

prevention and treatment, as well as developing training methods for troops on the ground.  

It was thought that having such a facility in a region where the disease was prevalent meant 

that trainees could learn in a place where anti-malaria controls had been tried and 

implemented successfully.  The School offered a 4-week course that emphasised malaria 

survey and control techniques350. 

VD was also a problem in the Canal Zone and by 1939 there were 44.5 cases per 1,000 men 

being reported.  However, the rate of infection fell during 1941-43, finally reaching a rate of 

9.3 per 1,000 men by August 1945 (which was actually lower than the rate of infection in 

parts of the US at the time)351.  The decline was attributed to improved education and 

improvement in treatment. 

 

 
349  The School continued its work into the 1960s, as part of the US Army Medical Research and Development 

Command, credited with devising more accurate laboratory methods for identifying, testing and treating a 

variety of infectious and parasitic diseases. 
350  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
351 https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
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13 THE 20th TRANSPORT SQUADRON 

 

One unit that was present in the Canal Zone from 1940 to the end of the war, starting with 

next to nothing, but eventually proving to be a vital component in the defence and 

operations in the whole region was the transport aircraft squadron.   

 

In 1937, Army long-range plans for aerial transportation specified expansion of the 10th Transport 

Group by assigning more men and aircraft to the squadrons, formation of a GHQ Air Force group of 3 

squadrons in the US with one flight for each USAAC station, and activation of 1 squadron each for 

Panama and Hawaii.352 

 

The 20th Transport Squadron was activated in 1940 at France Field (having no aircraft until 

February 1941), transferring to Howard Field in 1942, and then to Albrook Field in 1943 (as 

Howard became congested with bombers).  It became operational in March 1941, with its 

first aircraft, a single Douglas C-33 (making daily flights to Albrook Field and Rio Hato).  

Gaining further aircraft, it was involved in the build-up of the outer ring of air bases 

throughout the Caribbean and, by the time of Pearl Harbour, it had 6 ex-airline Douglas C-49 

Skytrain353 which had arrived from the US.   

 

During the early part of the war one flight was detached to work with the airborne forces of 

the 501st Parachute Battalion and 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion, which comprised the 

Panama-based regional rapid deployment force (and this work included planning for a 

proposed landing in Vichy-held Martinique in 1943) – see above for more information on 

this striking force.  Other flights were detached for service in Puerto Rico and Trinidad – but 

by December 1943 these detachments were taken off the squadron’s strength and assigned 

to Antilles Air Command. 

 

 
352  Ibid 
353  Commercial DC.3 airliners impressed for use by USAAC. 
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An Italian Savoia-Marchetti SM.81 airliner USAAF service at Howard Field, c.1942. It had been 

acquired by the USAAF from the Italian Latin American Airline (LATI) after being seized in Chile 

by local officials and provided to the 20th Transport Squadron in Panama due to the severe 

shortage of Army transports in Central America. Although flown to Howard Field, the aircraft was 

not used for any operational missions (USAF photo)354 

 

The squadron flew a variety of aircraft types, including the classic C-47A Skytrain.  They also 

included the single, impressed Junkers Ju 52/3m trimotor as the C-79 (see above the 

separate boxed note on this former airliner, the only example in USAAC service), another 

impressed 3-engine former airliner (an Italian-built SM 81) OA-10 Catalina amphibians (the 

Army version of the Navy’s PBY), a locally impressed Stinson UC-91 single-engine 5-seat light 

cabin monoplane, and another one-off, an antiquated impressed Hamilton H.47 single-

engine 8-seat light airliner (impressed as the UC-89) which formerly belonged to a 

Panamanian company.   

 

However, by 1943 it had either lost or disposed of the OA-10, C-79, UC-89 and UC-91, but 

had acquired another oddity – the XC-105 (see below).  It had also received its first C-47A 

and its first Fairchild UC-61 Forwarder (another single-engine utility light aircraft). 

 

The Boeing XC-105 was the former pre-war XB-15 4-engine heavy bomber prototype that 

had been converted to become a transport.  It was assigned to the squadron in April 1943, 

being considered suitable for the long flights over water to supply the base in the Galapagos 

Islands355. 

 

 
354  https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/ 
355  The XB-15 had been used to carry out an aerial survey of the islands in 1940. 
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First flying in 1937, the XB-15 had been the largest aircraft built in the US (and larger than 

the subsequent B-17 Flying Fortress) – the wing being so large that engineers could use 

crawlways to enter them to make minor repairs in flight.  Designed as a 5,000-mile bomber, 

it proved underpowered (as its intended powerplants were not available).  Only the single 

prototype was produced and, after production and further development was abandoned, it 

was used as an ad hoc transport (although it had been used for secret tests in Panama in 

1940, practising bombing attacks on the Canal locks, and operating from Albrook Field356).   

 

The XB-15 was converted fully to a transport type as the XC-105 in May 1943.  It was fitted 

with a cargo hoist and had cargo doors fitted.  By now nicknamed “Grandpappy”, it was 

assigned to the 20th Transport Squadron and was used to ferry supplies to and from the 

Galapagos, Florida and throughout the Caribbean from June 1943.  It was also used to ferry 

Government passengers from Miami357.  However, after at least 2 fires and mechanical and 

electrical problems, it was retired in December 1944, and its engines, internal components 

and the fin and rudder were removed.  Its formal scrapping was ordered in June 1945 and 

the remaining airframe was abandoned at a landfill site south-west of the runway at Albrook 

Field (called the Diablo dump), where is slowly sank beneath the surface, where it remains, 

after being built over – first by squatters, and latterly by industrial units358. 

 

In January 1944, the squadron was redesignated as the 20th Troop Carrier Squadron 

(Special), and 1944 saw some increased standardisation of types used, with both the C-47A 

and some of the larger C-46A Commando transports being received. 

 

Postwar, continuing as the transport arm of the Caribbean Air Command, it was re-equipped 

with the larger, 4-engine C-54 Skymaster in 1946 and the Fairchild C-82 Packet, a dedicated 

military transport with removable rear loading doors in 1948. 

 

 
356  The aircrew included a Captain Curtiss LeMay as navigator, this being the future chief of the US bomber 

force against Japan and the latter commander of the postwar Strategic Air Command. 
357  On what became known as a the “Georgia Peach Run”: 'Grandpappy'-The XB-15, Aerospace Historian, Air 

Force Historical Foundation, Volume 26, Number 3, September 1979, 
358  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Boeing_XB-15#cite_note-AH-12 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

117 

 

The squadron relocated from Panama to Texas in September 1948, leaving all its aircraft 

(but for a detachment of C-54, which went to Europe to take part in the Berlin Airlift).  In 

1949, the squadron and aircraft all finally left Panama, but it was deactivated in October 

1949 due to military budget cuts. 

 

14 MUSTARD GAS AND CHEMICAL DEFENCES OF THE CANAL 

 

In 2002, 8 intact bombs, some containing mustard gas, were found on San Jose Island, the 

largest of the Pearl Islands in the Pacific, south from Panama City359.  The US agreed to 

dispose of them.  

 

These bombs were a product of a wartime initiative led by the US, and also involving 

Canada, on San Jose Island to investigate chemical warfare munitions under tropical 

conditions.  Part of the plan was (incredible as it seems to modern minds) racist in nature, 

with the US Chemical Warfare Service comparing the physical responses of Puerto Ricans 

and Caucasian Americans to mustard gas360 – it was thought that there was a possibility that 

some racial groups were less sensitive to mustard gas.   African-American troops were also 

tested by the US Armyelsewhere, as well as Japanese-American ones. 

 

The project began in January 1944, the Panamanian government having given its go-ahead 

for "chemical warfare tests" on San Jose.  Army engineers arrived on the island to clear 

roads and an airstrip and construct the many buildings for operations and for housing the 

project would use. More than 400 enlisted men were stationed on the island by mid-1945, 

as well as nearly 200 officers and civilians from the US, Panama and other countries361. 

 

 
359  https://www.chemistryworld.com/news/us-to-clean-up-race-test-chemical-weapon-relics-on-panama-

island/3007758.article  
360  Mustard gas damages DNA within seconds of making contact. It causes painful skin blisters and burns, and 

it can lead to serious, and sometimes life-threatening illnesses including leukaemia, skin cancer, emphysema 

and asthma. 
361  https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386  
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In 2015, NPR in the US broadcast a 2-part radio documentary on the race-based testing of 

chemical weapons during the war362.  It was then relatively unknown, being a secret Army 

programme only declassified in 1993.  One hope had been that black and Puerto Rican 

troops, if they had more resistance to the gas, they could form the "ideal chemical soldier" - 

used on the front lines while white soldiers stayed back, protected from the gas.  Tests 

carried out included spraying of Puerto Rican troops in the Panama jungle from the air. 

 

It has been previously admitted that the US had an active chemical weapons programme in 

Panama from at least 1930 until 1968363.  From 1930 to 1946, the programme had focused 

on use in the defence of the Canal, but from 1943 until 1968, it changed emphasis to the 

testing of chemical munitions under tropical conditions.  Dozens of tons of mustard gas and 

phosgene were stockpiled at a number of sites in Panama, particularly from the 1930s to the 

1950s. Unused and dud chemical munitions were also abandoned in Panama, and more 

than 130 tests were conducted on San José Island alone between May 1944 and the end of 

1947. 

 

Chemical weapons are said to have been a component of US defence tactics from the 

Canal's early years – as, after all, when it first opened, during World War 1, gas was being 

regularly used by both sides.  General William Sibert, the US Army engineer who had 

designed the Gatun Locks in Panama, had commanded troops in France during World War 1, 

had become an advocate of chemical warfare, was made director of a newly consolidated 

Chemical Warfare Service and, postwar, became a vocal proponent of the continued 

development of chemical weapons. 

 

In 1921, the Chemical Warfare Service was told to draw up plans for defence of the Canal 

Zone amongst other US outlying possessions and the first chemical defence plans were 

 
362  60,000 US troops were involved in the testing:  https://www.npr.org/2015/06/22/415194765/u-s-troops-

tested-by-race-in-secret-world-war-ii-chemical-experiments  
363  https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386  Testing continued in Panama into the 1950s, and from 1953 to 

February 1957, the Tropical Test Team, a Chemical Corps unit that included 20 personnel, conducted tests of 

distilled mustard gas every 3 months in Panama.  These tests were held on the mainland, not on San Jose.  In 

1961, the Army conducted a larger-scale exercise in the Darien in 1961, with a further exercise in 1964.  

Records indicate tests with nerve gas also took place in Panama in the 1960s.  US military has also 

acknowledged "limited, controlled laboratory testing of some tear gas agents" in Panama since 1979. 
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drawn up in 1923 and would be updated every year until at least 1946.  The plan involved 

bombing with mustard gas the trails and routes that led inland from landing beaches on 

both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, spraying the beaches, and firing chemical mortars at 

military targets.   

 

In 1930, the Army had a chemical company of 2 officers and 77 men in the Canal Zone.  

There was also 30 tons of “persistent gas”, which had risen by 1940 to 84 tons of mustard 

gas, 10 tons of phosgene, 800 phosgene shells, 900 Livens projectors, 647 chemical 

cylinders, and 2,377 4.2-inch mustard-charged mortar rounds364.  Some of the munitions 

were stored in Camp Paraíso, Fort Clayton, Corozal Post, Albrook Field, Howard Field, Río 

Hato, France Field and Fort Gulick.  However, prior to the San José Project being established, 

most were stored at Cerro Tigre. 

 

Worryingly, it is reported that less information is available on the disposal of chemical 

munitions stockpiled or used in tests in Panama than on the tests themselves.  The San José 

post diary records that 2 barge shipments took chemical munitions out to sea to be dumped 

at sea in 1947.  The military evacuation of the San José Project in early 1948 was also carried 

out with haste, on a 5-week deadline, with chemical munitions that the military still hoped 

to use being moved into the Canal Zone. 

 

15 INTERNED AND SEIZED VESSELS OPERATING UNDER THE PANAMANIAN FLAG 

 

During the war, a number of ships belonging to Axis countries were interned in the US and 

subsequently taken over by the US Government under Executive Order, Public Law 101.  

This happened after the outbreak of hostilities in Europe and up to entry of the US into the 

war.  They were eventually allocated to the US Maritime Commission, who in turn handed 

them on to the War Shipping Administration for operation, being assigned to various US 

steamship companies (under what was called a General Agency Agreement) and registered 

under the flag of Panama365. 

 
364  https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386  
365  http://www.armed-guard.com/panama.html 
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There were also ships that were already on bareboat or time charter with US shipping 

companies and flying the flag of Panama.  The crews for both categories of ships came from 

a variety of countries and many ships carried a US Naval Armed Guard366. 

 

One example of an interned vessel was the SS Africander, an Italian ship of 5,441 tons that 

had been built in 1921.  It was interned under the Executive Order in New York in 

September 1941 and was allocated to the Waterman Steamship Company of Mobile, 

Alabama.  It had a Norwegian master and a crew of 35.   

It was attacked by German aircraft while on passage from Scotland to Archangel in 

September 1942 as part of convoy PQ18, carrying machinery, 6 tanks and 5 aircraft as deck 

cargo.  It was torpedoed and sunk, but all the crew and the 11-man contingent of US Navy 

Armed Guard survived. 

 

16 THE LATIN AMERICAN INTERNMENT PROGRAM FOR ENEMY ALIENS367 

 

While Panama escaped most of the worst effects of World War 2 and, in some ways, 

benefited economically from the developments that took place, it did have a role in one 

unpleasant (though, to some extent, unavoidable) and somewhat mishandled aspect.  This 

involved the detention and deportation of those whose nationality or origin was of the Axis 

countries.   

 

The obvious and immediate threat from any dangerous enemy national in Panama was 

probably greater than elsewhere in Latin America, and could be said to justify action taken 

in and around the Canal Zone.  However, Panama also played a part as a transit point for 

those interned in, and deported from, their homes in other Latin American states. 

 

 
366  The USN Armed Guard was a service branch responsible for defending US and Allied merchant vessels from 

enemy air, submarine or surface vessel attack during the war, serving mainly as gunners, signallers and radio 

operators.  The service was disbanded soon after the end of the war: http://www.armed-guard.com/ 
367  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 
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During World War 2, the US had 3 separate programmes for the identification, detention 

and repatriation of civilians, such as enemy aliens, considered a potential threat.  Of these 

the best-known is probably that which resulted in the harsh treatment of people of 

Japanese descent, and their wholesale removal from the US West Coast.  The least-known is 

probably that of the State Department’s Special War Problems Division in Latin America. 

 

The detention of nationals who were nationals of the Axis states, or were of German, Italian 

or Japanese ethnicity, has already been mentioned above.  However, the Program resulted, 

from US arrangements and financial support, in thousands of civilians who were legal 

residents in Central and South American, and the Caribbean, being interned and housed in 

detention centres, without legal hearings or recourse – in conditions that varied, but were 

often poor or worse. 

 

Some were run by the US military, or were funded by the US, and some places used prisons, 

while others used hotels (usually where those interned had money or influence).  In the case 

of Ecuador, those involved were simply asked to move away from the coast. 

 

The policy reasons for the US programmes are said to be motivated by – 

• national and hemispheric security concerns;  

• economic rivalry over Latin American markets; and 

• gathering captives for potential barter for Americans held by the Axis states. 

 

The programmes had been preceded by secret schemes run by the FBI in the US and the 

intelligence services in Latin America during the 1930s to identify potential security risks, 

over concern that Nazi elements might become a threat, or become established in Latin 

American states368.  A State Department document of February 1941 labelled many German 

groups in Latin America as subversive and claimed that they were “indispensable media for 

the operation of the Nazi system” and that  “…virtually all the Reichsdeutschen [Germans 

 
368  Leslie B. Rout Jr and John F. Bratzel, The Shadow War: German Espionage and United States 

Counterespionage in Latin America during World War II, University Publications of America Inc. 
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born in Germany – though the document did concede that this only applied to the non-

Jewish Germans] in Latin America are sincere supporters of the Nazi regime”369. 

 

US officials were instructed to pressure countries to arrest and intern Axis nationals.  In a 

more overt move, at a conference of countries from the Americas in Rio de Janeiro in 

January 1942, at the insistence of the US, an Emergency Advisory Committee for Political 

Defense was set up to monitor what were termed “enemy aliens” in Latin America, with 

registration, surveillance and various restrictions370 – in the same way as in the US.  At this 

time, some – but not all – Latin American states had severed ties with the Axis countries 

and/or entered the war on the side of the Allies. 

 

18 Central and South American and Caribbean states accepted US funds to implement and 

subsidise detention and deportation programmes371. 

 

A secret mission carried out by 12 C-47 Skytrain of the 20th Transport Squadron 

transported 220 German, Japanese and Italian prisoners from La Paz, Bolivia, to 

Panama in May 1944.  They were thought to be the remaining agents of the Nazi 

Abwehr military intelligence network in South America. They had been apprehended 

by the FBI with the help of the Bolivian and Chilean governments and it is believed 

that some were imprisoned for the duration in Panama while others were sent to 

prisoner of war camps in the US.372 

 

In Panama, the detention centre was run by the US Army and located at Camp Empire, at 

Balboa in the Canal Zone.  The offshore island of Taboga was turned into a confinement 

camp for Italians373.  According to the Chicago Daily News in November 1942, 185 Japanese 

were being held as civilian internees in a camp “somewhere in the Canal Zone”, and within a 

 
369  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 
370  Such as registration, increasing surveillance, limiting internal travel, and forbidding aliens to have guns and 

transmitters, (though radios without transmitting capacities were also seized).  In addition, naturalisation 

processes were slowed or stopped, and cancellation of citizenship should any naturalised citizen exhibit 

support for the Axis powers. 
371  Notably, Argentina, being more pro-fascist, allowed its German community to remain largely unaffected. 
372  https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm 
373  https://www.newsroompanama.com/opinion/mediawatch-a-wartime-president 
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larger camp with separate facilities for Germans and Italians.  Outside the camp, in a former 

private club, 34 women and 47 children were said to be confined374. 

 

Exact figures are uncertain, but it is reported that, for example, that 1,813 internees were 

repatriated directly to Germany from Central and South America.  Numbers were also 

deported from Latin America to be interned in the US – 4,058 German375, 2,264 Japanese 

and 287 Italians – by the Immigration and Naturalization Service.  Some other nationalities 

and ethnicities would also have also been affected (when seen as a security concern). 

 

Although originally only males were deported, from November 1942, a new 

recommendation was that whole families should be deported.  This followed situations, 

such as in Panama, where wives and children left behind found themselves impoverished 

and a source of anti-American propaganda and resentment.  However, other injustices also 

existed, such as when refugees produced documents to show that they had been in 

concentration camps or had otherwise been persecuted, it was not considered proof of 

innocence376 (of the 247 Germans taken to the US from Panama 1941-1945, 30 were Jewish, 

and of these 5 had spent time in Nazi concentration camps). 

 

Some level of Nazi activity in Latin America had been reported by US and British intelligence, 

and the vital importance of the Panama Canal meant that the US could not countenance any 

such potential risks in Panama, or indeed nearby377.  The genuine, realistic risks were 

amplified by inaccurate reports, misleading news stories and misconceptions that ethnicity 

alone meant that all Germans would automatically be Nazi sympathisers or supporters.  The 

hysteria or paranoia is illustrated by the plots of the black and white Hollywood films 

mentioned earlier. 

 

 
374  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
375  3,317 of those of German origin were subsequently repatriated to Germany. 
376  It is reported that 81 Jews were noted to have been brought to the US from Latin America (Arnold 

Krammer, Undue Process: the Untold Story of American’s German Alien Internees, Maryland: Rowman and 

Littlefield Publishers Inc 1997). 
377  Hence the action against Colombian airline SCDATA mentioned earlier. 
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Security concerns were not the only driver, however.  Both for the US, to remove potential 

commercial or economic rivals, and in the Latin American states involved, it could be quite 

convenient to remove or acquire business interests that those interned had owned or 

controlled.  For example, as already mentioned, in Panama in the 1930s the offshore fishing 

industry was largely dominated by the Japanese.   In many cases, US companies and 

interests stepped in to fill gaps.   

 

Already, before even entering the war, the US had followed the lead of the British in 

preparing a list of Axis country citizens and businesses  to be boycotted, and in June 1941 

the State Department instructed its delegations throughout Latin America  to gather 

information for the same purpose.  In July 1941, President Roosevelt declared The 

Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked Nationals, being a list of people and businesses with 

whom or with which the US would no longer do business378 - which also had the effect of 

paving the way for US businesses to take over or supplant backlisted companies. 

 

As mentioned earlier, conditions in the detention centres in Panama could be poor, 

particularly at first, when internees were housed in temporary tent accommodation.  In fact, 

in Spring 1944, when the US lodged a formal protest against Japan for its treatment of 

American captives, Japan responded in a letter to the Swiss legation denying ill-treatment of 

prisoners, and complaining of the treatment of Japanese nationals in US custody, and citing 

the treatment of detainees in Panama in particular379 - 

“The Japanese who were handed over to the United States army by the Authorities 

of Panama at the outbreak of the war were subjected to cruel treatment, being 

obliged to perform the work of transporting square timber, sharpening and repairing 

saws, digging holes in the ground for water closets, mixing gravel with cement and 

so forth. The internment Authorities let the Japanese dig a hole and then fill it again 

immediately, or let them load a truck with mud with their bare hands using no tools. 

 
378  This effectively prevented any company from dealing with them since it, too, would be placed on the list if 

it did so. 
379  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
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Neither drinking water nor any rest was allowed. The Japanese who were exhausted 

and worn were beaten or kicked and all this lasted over a month”.380 

 

After the Japanese held in the camps in the Canal Zone were evacuated to the US, they were 

reused to house Peruvian Japanese internees381, who had been detained and summarily 

deported.  Like the Panama-based Japanese before them, it is said that these new occupants 

spent several days or months in confinement, and were forced to work without pay to clear 

jungle and construct living quarters amid the heat and the pouring rains382. 

 

 

Japanese Peruvians being transported to US Army Internment camps, April 1942 (Photo: US 

Signal Corps) 

 

Even with the end of the war, the internees were not necessarily able to return to their 

former lives and/or the countries from which they had been removed.  As mentioned 

earlier, many Japanese deported, via Panama, from Peru could not return and a number 

ended up in defeated, impoverished japan – despite not knowing the country or perhaps 

even able to speak the language383. 

 

While some internees had been repatriated, there remained concerns about those who had 

been leaders of anti-American activities, or whose businesses had been taken over or 

replaced by others.  In September 1945, President Truman authorised the (forced) 

 
380  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
381  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270 
382  Ibid. 
383  It is claimed that, of the Latin American Japanese deported to the US, only around 100 were able to return 

to Latin America, whereas around 900 were sent to postwar Japan: 

http://www.campaignforjusticejla.org/history/ 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

126 

 

repatriation of “dangerous" alien enemies deported to the US during the war.  Those who 

had been deported to the US were now to be treated as illegal aliens.  

 

However, there were some internees who managed to win court cases against the US 

Government, which was embarrassing, as was the fierce criticism of the judge in one 

particular case384.  Furthermore, some Latin American states wanted their German residents 

(or at least some of them) back. 

 

In September 1947, over 2 years after the end of the war, the last of the Latin American 

German internees were ordered to be released. 

 

17 THE END OF WAR AND THE AFTERMATH 

 

 

Captured German cruiser Prinz Eugen in the Panama Canal en route to Bikini Atoll in 1946, 

ending its days as a target in an A-bomb test there 

 

After the German surrender in May 1945, the redeployment of men and materials from the 

European to the Pacific theatres was to take place, being named Operation Transit (see 

below) by the Panama Canal Department.  20 transports carried 91,000 troops passed 

through the Canal, together with 105 freighters, between 4 July and 9 August 1945.     

 
384  For example, Helmuth Sapper, who had been removed from Guatemala, won his case in December 1945: 

https://gaic.info/sapper-story/  
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However, after Japan surrendered, 17 ships underway, including one already in the Canal, 

were rerouted to US East Coast ports. 

 

It seems an incontestable fact that, despite the move to having a two-ocean navy, without 

the Panama Canal it is unlikely that the US road, rail, seaport and river transport network 

could have accommodated the flow of men and materials required for the two-theatre war 

in which the US found itself in 1941.  Between 7 December 1941 and VJ-Day in September 

1945, over 6,400 warships and 10,300 other vessels passed along the Canal. 

 

Many of the fears that had been expressed about German U-Boats, Japanese warships, Axis 

infiltrators, or fifth column saboteurs either never materialised or were dealt with quickly at 

the beginning of the war effort385. 

 

OPERATION TRANSIT 

Following the surrender of Germany in May 1945, over 125,000 troops were transferred 

through the Canal from the European to the Pacific theatres and, to deal with this traffic, 

Operation Transit had been formally initiated on 5 July 1945.  It consisted of 4 different 

Plans, differing dependent on the time that any vessel would stop while on en route and if 

any of the troops aboard were able or required to disembark.  Plans A and B dealt with 

situations where short stays were involved, and troops did not disembark, except into the 

immediate dock area for a few hours of recreation, with temporary facilities to provide 

refreshments, souvenirs etc.  Plan C included arrangements for troops to be shuttled to 

other areas for more extended rest and recreation away from the ships386.  Plan D involved 

having to billet troops in the Canal Zone temporarily. 

Obviously, troops travelled in both directions, returning home from service in the Pacific as 

well as being deployed there.  Similar arrangements as those put in place for Operation 

Transit could be employed.  In both directions, injured or ill troops would be removed to 

hospitals in the Canal Zone, with several hundred being removed to the hospitals during 

Operation Transit. 

 
385  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
386  Such as at Balboa High School stadium. 
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One unusual incident occurred in August 1945, when the USS General DE Aultman, returning 

from the Pacific ran aground about a mile south of the Miraflores Locks.  The troops were 

disembarked, but had to be found alternative accommodation, as the more usual places had 

been earmarked for troops aboard 2 Operation Transit vessels at Albrook Field and Fort 

Amador.  It is worth noting that, alongside the 3,209 officers and men there were also 84 

nurses and 5 Red Cross women.  At one of the sites involved, at Fort Clayton, the visitors 

were welcomed with $7,000 worth of Coca Cola, 180 gallons of ice cream and 35 kegs of 

beer, with more to follow in the subsequent days.  Those who wanted to, 5 busloads, were 

even taken on a sightseeing tour of historic sites in Panama.  After nearly a week in Panama, 

the ship and troops finally departed on 13 August 1945. 

On 12 September 1945, the commanding general formally ended Operation Transit.  

Despite only lasting a few months, during the operation ships had taken on 410,000 barrels 

of fuel oil (with 124,725 complimentary pints of ice cream being provided)387. 

 

The agreement for use of the sites outside the Canal Zone by the US military called for such 

sites to be handed back 1 year after the end of the war.  However, when the war ended with 

the surrender of Japan in September 1945 a dispute once again broke out.  Panama 

demanded that ownership of the sites be relinquished immediately, whereas the US War 

Department wanted to keep control of the sites for a further, indefinite period388.  

Nonetheless, the US State Department, being aware of growing unrest in the country, 

proposed negotiation of a 20-year extension of leases in the case of 13 of the sites, this 

being part of an effort made by the US in 1946 and 1947 to replace the agreement of 1942 

with a new one designed to meet peacetime requirements for the adequate safeguards of 

the Canal389.  

 

 
387  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
388  The 1942 agreement included a caveat that, “If within that period [i.e. the year following the end of 

hostilities] the two Governments believe that, in spite of the cessation of hostilities, a state of international 

insecurity continues to exist which makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use of any of the said 

defense bases or areas, the two Governments shall again enter into mutual consultation and shall conclude 

the new agreement which the circumstances require”: 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
389  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
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The new President Enrique Adolfo Jimenéz, who had become President in June 1945, 

authorised a draft treaty to this effect.  This led to an angry, and armed, mob outside the 

National Assembly when it met in 1947, which persuaded the deputies inside the reject the 

draft, and by 1948 the US had evacuated all occupied bases and sites outside the Canal 

Zone390. 

 

The reduction in strength, and the redeployment of troops, from the Panama Canal 

Department and the Caribbean Defense Command, which had begun in 1943, continued 

apace to December 1945, with a start made on a reorganisation being begun in 1946, with 

an aim of achieving a target of 20,000 Canal Zone troops by 1 March 1946.  The reduction 

continued after the war, despite the Cold War and the Korean War of the early 1950s391 and 

by 1959, troop levels reached their lowest level, with just 6,600 being present. 

 

At the end of the war, the Coast Artillery Command (already largely redundant) and the 

Mobile Force were discontinued.  On 1 December 1946, the Panama Canal Department was 

divided back into Atlantic and Pacific sectors.   

 

The USAAF 6th Air Force was removed from the Panama Canal Department and reorganised 

as the Caribbean Air Command, and in 1947 the new, separate US Air Force took over 

responsibility from the former USAAF.   

 

Also in 1947, the Panama Canal Department was deactivated and replaced by the new US 

Army Caribbean (USARCARIB), which retained its headquarters in the Canal Zone.  The 

Army, Navy and USAF components in Panama had been reorganised under the overall, 

 
390  For a view from the US Government of the relationship with Panama in the immediate postwar period, see 

Memorandum by the Assistant Chief of the Division of Central America and Panama Affairs, dated 20 January 

1948: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
391  The Korean War 1950-53 saw security increased, Army guards assigned, anti-aircraft units (which were 

those left from World War 2) were stood up and used to supplement harbour defences, “hostile” foreign 

nationals were detained and the control of ships was tightened. 
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forces-wide Caribbean Command392.  While defence of the Canal remained the primary 

concern of USARCARIB393, it acquired other responsibilities in Latin America394. 

 

A well-preserved example of a typical Panama Canal Zone house in Gamboa in 2011 

 

As mentioned earlier, the Torrijos-Carter Treaties of 1977 led to a rundown of the US 

presence in Panama, with the eventual total handover of the Canal itself in 1999.  There 

were in fact 2 Treaties.  The Panama Canal Treaty provided that, from 31 December 1999, 

Panama would assume full control of Canal operations and became primarily responsible for 

its defence.  The other Treaty was the Treaty Concerning the Permanent Neutrality and 

Operation of the Panama Canal (aka the “Neutrality Treaty”) and under this treaty the US 

retained the permanent right to defend the Canal from any threat that might interfere with 

its continued neutral service to ships of all nations.  

 

 
392  Which was to become US Southern Command in 1963. 
393  In 1963, USARCARIB became US Army Forces Southern Command, part of US Southern Command. 
394  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
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Fort Sherman was built in 1912 to defend the Panama Canal on the Atlantic coast. The 3,000 

acres of property includes 9 batteries, an air strip, barracks and housing as well as jungle. 

The site was also used for jungle warfare training. Everything was turned over to Panama in 

1999 

 

 

Today, relatively little is left to remind one of the presence of US forces at all, let alone the 

period of World War 2.  The defensive gun emplacements, and later radar stations, near the 

Pacific end of the Canal, for example, have gone.  Something remains, though hidden and 

overgrown, of Fort Howard at the Atlantic end395 and Fort Sherman, not far from the 16th 

Century Fort Lorenzo396 (in which the US Army placed a 3-inch AA battery during the war), 

which is a tourist attraction, and also on the Atlantic side. 

 

No doubt, if one poked around397, or dug down, one might find more remnants, but the 

combination of a fertile tropical climate (where abandoned buildings are soon overgrown 

and overwhelmed) and a vibrant and successful economy with its accompanying 

construction and development, mean that much of what evidence there may have been will 

have long ago been buried or lost.  The role of the US forces during the Cold War, with the 

notorious School of the Americas training camp being located at Fort Gulick, Panama 1956-

84398 (and whose alumni included 2 Panamanian dictators – Torrijos and Noriega)399, as well 

as inherent nationalism of the Panamanian people, has probably contributed to there being 

little effort being put into remembering or reminding people about the role of the US 

military during its near century-long time in the country. 

 

 
395  https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/  
396  Declared a UN World Heritage site in 1980. 
397  For a useful guide to the installations, and remnants or reminders that might still be seen, see 

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678 
398  Originally the US Army Caribbean School, established in 1949 at Fort Gulick. 
399  Described as a bilingual Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) service school that trained over 56,000 

military, police and government from 22 nations throughout the hemisphere: https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm 
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Fort Clayton in 2013, showing typical US military buildings still in private use 

 

 

Ray Todd 

Panama City 

6 October 2020 

 

 

ANNEX 1 

 

SOME NOTES ON FORTS AND OTHER INSTALLATIONS 

 

In the 1970s, the US Army produced what was described as a brief history of US Army 

defence installations and properties in the Canal Zone400.  The following extracts are largely 

taken from that document. 

 

 
400  An American Legacy in Panama.  Described as “A Brief History of the Department of Defense Installations 

and Properties [in] The Former Panama Canal Zone. Republic of Panama”.  This was a Legacy Resource 

Management Program demonstration project prepared for the US Army South (USARSO) through the 

Directorate of Engineering and Housing, US Army Garrison-Panama by Graves & Klein, Architects and 

Engineers, of Pensacola, Florida.  It was intended to provide an overview of DoD installations in the Panama 

Canal Area: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/1 
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Quarry Heights – the Quarry Heights Military Reservation had been established on the 

western side of Ancon Hill, adjacent to Balboa, from 1903.  It was formally established as a 

military installation in December 1919.  In March 1940, plans were approved for a 

bombproof, reinforced concrete structure “for use in case of emergency and vital to the 

security of important data”, and this Command Post structure was completed in January 

1942 at a cost of $400,000401. 

 

Fort Amador/Fort Grant – amongst the first permanent Canal fortifications, they consisted 

of the causeway breakwater and connected islands in Panama Bay, and offshore island 

including the largest, Taboga402.  On each of 4 connected islands there were gun batteries, 

guarding the Pacific entrance to the Canal.  Fort Amador was begun around 1908 and 

completed in 1914, and headquarters for US Army forces in the Canal Zone were located at 

Fort Amador403. 

 

Around 1914, one of the earliest naval installation in the Canal Zone was established as the 

Balboa Naval Radio Station in land separated from Fort Amador for use by the US Navy.  The 

naval station was soon renamed the 15th Naval District and was subsequently expanded 

considerably404. 

 

Fort Clayton – this large facility opened in 1922405 and was located directly across from the 

Miraflores Locks on in-filled land called the “Miraflores dumps”.  During World War 2 it 

served as headquarters for the Panama Mobile Force and the Security Command.  Postwar 

it became headquarters for Southern Command406. 

 

Corozal – this was a sub-installation of Fort Clayton, and had been used as a settlement by 

the Isthmian Canal Commission until turned over to the Army as construction of the Canal 

was completed.  It was divided into West Corazal and East Corazal. 

 
401  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35 
402  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35 
403  Transferring to Fort Clayton when Fort Amador and the causeway islands were handed to Panama in 1979. 
404  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/37 
405  Being named after a Colonel Bertram T Clayton, killed in action in France in 1918. 
406  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/37 
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Curundu – the Curundu Military Reservation was established in 1919 (though not officially 

named until 1934, and originally its name was spelled “Corundu”).  It originally 

encompassed Fort Clayton and Albrook Field, as well as the Panama Ordnance Depot – all of 

which later separated.  Camp Paraiso was a sub-post and located near the town of Pedro 

Miguel407.  Most of Curundu reverted to Panamanian control in 1982. 

 

Fort Kobbe – located on the Bay of Panama, on the west bank of the Canal, Bruja408 Military 

reservation was established in 1928 and considered a sub-post of Fort Amador.  It included 

16-inch naval gun batteries.  It was renamed Fort Kobbe in 1932, with part of it becoming 

Bruja Point Air Base.409  In 1940, it was expanded considerably, and from June 1941 became 

separate from Fort Amador as part of an independent post that also included Howard 

Field410, and the 2 gun batteries (Haan and Murray, considered redundant and obsolete, 

being scrapped.  In 1952, the portion of Fort Kobbe (the Bruja Point Air Base) was officially 

separated and made part of Howard Field411. 

 

US Naval Station: Rodman – a licence was granted in 1932 for construction of the first west 

bank naval facilities, being completed in 1937412.  The Rodman US Naval Reservation 

involved a number of installations, including US Naval Station Rodman and a Marines 

barracks413. 

 

Farfan Housing Community – the US Naval Radio Station, Farfan was built on a 820-acre site 

1941-42, during the expansion of naval facilities in the Canal Zone.  In 1947-48, family 

housing was built on the site, becoming an annex to Naval Station Rodman414. 

 

 
407  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/39 
408  Bruja means “witches”. 
409  Being named for a Major General William A Kobbe, an artillery officer from the Spanish-American War and 

who had died in 1931. 
410  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43 
411  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43 
412  It was named for Captain Hugh Rodman, former Marine Superintendent and Superintendent of 

Transportation of the Canal Commission: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/45 
413  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/45 
414  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/47 
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US Naval Station – Marine Barracks – predating World War 2, it included family housing and 

barracks buildings, as well as other buildings415. 

 

Cocoli Housing Community – originally authorised in support of the planned Third Locks 

Project, as increased housing was expected as a consequence.  It was to consist of Cocoli 

Gold (for US citizens) and Cocoli Silver (for non-US citizens).  It was acquired from the 

Panama Canal Company by the US Navy in 1951, and transferred to the US Army (with its 

greater housing requirements) in 1965416. 

 

Fort Sherman – located at Toro Point on Limon Bay, adjacent to the north-west entrance to 

the Canal, being one of the first 3 harbour defence installations planned for the Canal, being 

formally established in 1918 – although construction of batteries and buildings had begun in 

1912.  Its several batteries defended the Atlantic entrance to the Canal417.  It was considered 

the most isolated of Canal Zone military posts, particularly in the early days before improved 

roads were built and, bounded by Limon Bay, in early days access was only by water, and 

later by railway or aircraft – it only being much later in its use that access by road was 

possible.  It hosted 2 harbour defence battalions and an anti-aircraft battalion.  In 1945, the 

site consisted of approximately 11,448 acres.  Due to its age, maintenance was an ever-

present problem during World War 2418.  As the mortars were dismantled in 1943, and the 

large naval artillery removed 1946-48, the coastal artillery personnel were reassigned419.  By 

the mid-1970s the site was principally used for training by the US Army School of the 

Americas420.  In 1959, Fort Sherman was designated as inactive sub-installation of Fort 

Gulick, but in 1961, it was reclassified as an active sub-installation of Fort Gulick, and later 

obtained separate status. 

 

 
415  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/47 
416  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/49 
417  It was named for Civil War General William T Sherman: 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/51 
418  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fort_sherman_index.htm 
419  Ibid. 
420  It also housed a MIM-23 HAWK surface-to-air missile battery, which replaced anti-aircraft guns in 1960, the 

missiles themselves being removed in 1968. https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/53 
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Just leaving dock at Fort Sherman, the world's largest crane, Panama Canal floating crane 

Hercules.  200 ton lifting capacity421. 

 

Sometime after construction of the Canal was complete, 2 large steam-powered cranes arrived from 

Germany: being named “Ajax” and “Hercules”. These multipurpose cranes served to move heavy 

equipment and were also for ships repairs. After 35 years of service, the crane arm of “Ajax” was 

damaged and it was subsequently sold.  In 1966, “Hercules” received a new boiler, using diesel instead 

of charcoal and remained in use until the end of 1999, when was set aside by “Titan” (the former U-

boat yard crane mentioned earlier) and became part of the reserve fleet.422 

 

Despite having been designated as a National Monument since 1908, the area around Fort 

San Lorenzo was originally incorporated into the Fort Sherman Military Reservation, in 

191 and, during World War 1, a radio listening post was set up there and, during World War 

2, in 1942, a searchlight and 3-inch anti-aircraft guns were placed to prevent German U-

boats from sending raiding parties up the Chagres towards the Gatun Darn.  The Army also 

built a pontoon bridge across the adjacent Chagres just above its mouth.  The bridge and 

 
421  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fs55.htm 
422  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/140828/and-ajax-cranes-hercules 
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gun position were dismantled after the war and Fort San Lorenzo returned to be a sight-

seeing area and a picnic ground.423 

 

Fort Davis – originally known as Camp Gatun, this Fort was located on Gatun Lake, near the 

Gatun Locks at the Atlantic entrance to the Canal, and was officially established in 

December 1919424.  It was further enlarged in 1939, and improved during the war for the 

increased numbers of personnel stationed there425. 

 

Fort Gulick – located on Gatun Lake, the Fort Gulick Military Reservation was established in 

April 1941426.  It became home to the US Army School of the Americas (originally built as a 

Sector Hospital in 1942) used to train students from Central and South America from 

1949427. 

 

Coco Solo – the Coco Solo Naval Reservation was officially established by Executive Order in 

1920.  In 1957, it became the Coco Solo Annex to US Naval Station Rodman428.  

 
423  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fspage2.htm 
424  Being named for Colonel William D Davis, killed in action in France in 1918. 
425  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/55 
426  Being named for Major General John W Gulick, Chief of the Coastal Artillery 1930-34. 
427  With 34,000 students graduating before relocation of the School to Fort Benning, Georgia in 1984: 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/55 
428  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/57 
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Map of Colon area showing the position of Coco Solo and the Cristobal Docks 

 

Camp Elliott/Camp Gaillard – this was established as a US Marine bases in 1904.  Camp 

Elliott was near the town of Culebra on the west bank of the Canal.  Culebra was handed 

over to the Army, after completion of Canal construction work, in March 2015429 and its 

land and buildings incorporated into Camp Elliott.  Camp Elliott was renamed Camp 

Gaillard430 but then deactivated in 1927 and the land used as an artillery range called Empire 

Range431. 

 

Camp Otis – this was another US Marines base, located east of Camp Elliott/Camp Gaillard 

and established in 1904, but later deactivated432. 

 

Camp Empire – a former Canal construction-era community, was taken over by the Army in 

November 1914.   

 
429  It was the policy of the government of the Canal Zone to hand over to the Army buildings and properties 

not required once the construction era was over: 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/59 
430  In honour of Colonel Gaillard, who had been responsible for construction of the Culebra Cut. 
431  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61 
432  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61 



PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

139 

 

 

 Camp Rousseau – during the early 1940s a hospital facility was built at Camp Rousseau, but 

converted into housing units in 1947-48433. 

 

Panama Air Depot – originally called the Curundu Project, this was initially developed as an 

industrial area by the Panama Canal Company in 1931, with motor repair shops and garage 

and other facilities.  By 1939, it had been reassigned to the jurisdiction of Albrook Field434. 

 

 

Fort DeLessups and the Hotel Washington Pool435 

 

Fort DeLesseps – this was a small installation adjacent to the Hotel Washington in the city of 

Colon and named in 1911 in honour of Ferdinand de Lessups, on property acquired by the 

Army from the Panama Railroad Company, although jurisdiction was never officially ceded 

to the US.  It became home to a Coast Artillery post, including a gun battery and other 

facilities. It was transferred to the Panamanian Government in the mid-1950s436.   

 

 
433  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63 
434  It was transferred to the Panamanian Government in 1979: 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61 
435  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl42.htm 
436  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63 
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Fort Randolph – this was established on Margarita and Galeta Islands, near Coco Solo, in 

1920.  It was expanded in 1933 and again in 1940.  It included coastal artillery barracks, 

housing and other facilities437. 

 

France Field – the France Field Reservation was constructed in 1918, as “the first real air 

base in the Canal Zone”, on Manzanillo Bay, near Fort Randolph and Fort DeLessups, and 

was formally established and named by an Executive Order in 1920.  From 1929, an airmail 

service was initiated by Pan-American Airways between France Field and Miami438.  It was 

handed over to the Army  by the US Air Force in 1957, then transferred to the Coco Solo 

Navy reservation in 1964, later reverting to the Army and then, in 1979, to the Panamanian 

Government439. 

 

By July 1947, 98 of the 134 sites adopted by the US forces during the war had reverted to 

the Panamanian Government, with the Defense Sites Agreement of December 1947 

governing the length of occupation of the remaining 36 sites  - but the Panamanian National 

Assembly rejected the Agreement and it was never ratified440.  By January 1948, all of the 

various sites, except Rio Hato and one other, had been handed over to Panama.  Rio Hato 

remained under US jurisdictions until the mid-1960s441. 

 

Paitilla Point Military Installation – located north-east of Panama City and established by 

Executive Order in 1920442. 

 

Gatun Lake Military Reservation – this included the islands of Zorra and Piedras, established 

by a Canal Zone Order signed by the Secretary of War in December 1946. 

 

Cerro Tigre Ordnance Depot – located near Madden Dam in 1930 as ammunition handling 

and storage support facility.   

 
437  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63 
438  The pilot  of the first flight was Charles Lindbergh, who had travelled along the route as part of a goodwill 

tour in 1928: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/65 
439  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/65 
440  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67 
441  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67 
442  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67 
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Cerro Pelado Ammunition Depot Military Reservation – established in 1938 

 

ANNEX 2 

Dr ARNULFO ARIAS MADRID 

 

Dr Arnulfo Arias Madrid was a politician, doctor and write who served on 3 occasions as 

President – from 1940 to 1941, 1949-51 and for 11 days in October 1968.  His brother was 

also a President, for 13 days in January 1931 and from 1932 to 1936, but the brothers fell 

out during the 1930s, leading Arnulfo to run for the office himself.   

 

From the 1920s, despite studying medicine in the US (including at Havard), he led the 

nationalist Patriotic Communal Action organisation, opposed to US influence.   

 

In 1931, he led the coup that placed his brother Harmodio in office, subsequently serving in 

cabinet and diplomatic posts.   

 

He was elected President by a landslide in 1940, as the candidate for the National 

Revolutionary Party (PNR) – which became the Panameñista Party, which still exists today, 

in the mid-1940s.   

 

Despite being ousted in 1941, he ran unsuccessfully for President in 1949 as a coalition 

candidate, only for the National Assembly to declare in 1949 that he had actually won.  

Taking office, he suspended the constitution (which he himself had only enacted in his 

previous term as President) and set up a secret police force, before being overthrown again 

in 1951 as rampant corruption dogged the country.   

 

He tried a further unsuccessful comeback in 1964, but then won the 1968 elections as 

leader of a 5-party coalition.  This time, after attempting to gain control of the National 

Assembly and the Supreme Court, as well as trying to restructure command of the National 
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Guard, he was ousted once more, fleeing to the Canal Zone after only 11 days, and thence 

travelling to the US.   

 

He returned home in 1978 and tried again to become President in 1984, at the age of 83.  

However, when exit polls showed that he had a substantial lead, the government under 

General Noriega halted the count and declared that their candidate had won and, once 

more, Arias fled the country.  He died in Miami in 1988443.  

 

 
443  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm 


