
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 3 – THE DEFENCES 

 

In common with the sea coast defences of the Continental USA, primary responsibility for 

the defence of the Canal lay with the US Army, notwithstanding the obvious vital 

importance it represented to the Navy and maritime interests.  A later Part will consider in 

more detail of the naval defences of the Canal Zone at the start of the war. 

 

In the 1920s, US defence plans were not aggressive in any sense (if one leaves to one side 

interventions in Central America) and, aside from maintaining garrisons in its overseas 

possessions — notably the Philippines, Hawaii, and the Canal Zone — the Army’s 

responsibility was limited to the defence of the Continental USA.  For this task the Army 

leadership needed a force just large enough to administer, organise and train a civilian 

reserve, meet minor emergencies, and absorb the first shock of any aggression1.2 

 

In 1929, Summer manoeuvres in the Canal Zone demonstrated the superiority of a carrier 

attack force over land-based defences, and were (from the viewpoint of the Navy) a great 

success.  Despite the defenders knowing the day of the planned mock attack and having as 

 
1  The Army and Its Air Corps Army Policy toward Aviation 1919–1941 by Lt Col. Dr James P Tate, USAF (Ret) Air 
(University Press Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama), 1998: 
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd  
2  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd


many aircraft as the attacking fleet, the “enemy” was able to come within 150 miles of the 

Pacific end of the Canal before launching bombers in the predawn darkness from the carrier 

USS Saratoga.  Assistant Secretary of the Navy Ernest L. Jahncke said that, “The enemy air 

fleet was over the Panama Canal by the time that the defenders knew it was coming”.  After 

dropping their bombs on the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks and returning to the 

carrier, the attackers left the Panama Canal, theoretically at least, “an impassable wreck”.3 

 

In 1930, the Secretary of War asked for recommendations for revision of the plans in the 

USAAC 5-year programme.  The USAAC response was that the minimum air force “capable 

of discouraging hostile attack” on the Continental US, Panama, and Hawaii was 3,100 

aircraft, some 1,300 more than the original 5-year planned goal of 1,800.  Still more would 

be needed if the Philippine Islands were also to have adequate air defences.   

 

However, 3,100 aircraft in 4 years would have cost approximately $62 million annually.  This 

being unrealistic from a budgetary standpoint, it was nevertheless agreed that the 1,800 

serviceable aircraft authorised in the 5-year programme would include only aircraft 

available for active duty.  However, given the economic and political situations as it 

developed in 1930 and 1931 – and the onset of the Great Depression, this turned out to be 

an empty promise4. 

“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 Theater5 

 

 

 

 
3  The reaction of senior Army leaders was that the Navy’s conduct in the manoeuvres and the propaganda 
that followed it was further evidence of an intention to belittle the Army and take the mission of defending the 
US coasts. 
4  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd 
5  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/Clayton76.htm 

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/Clayton76.htm


During the 1930s, in view of Japan's growing power and the low state of American 

armaments, and with the independence of the Philippines scheduled for 1946, the US War 

Department General Staff concluded that the US should not attempt to hold initially in the 

western Pacific.  Instead, Alaska, Hawaii, and Panama, often referred to as the "strategic 

triangle," should form the main line of defence, and this formed of the latest version of its 

War Plan ORANGE in 19386 (see below). 

 

Under this War Plan it was expected or feared that the Japanese would in all likelihood seize 

Guam and the Philippines.  Enemy forces could then be expected to make raids on Hawaii, 

Alaska, and the west coast of the US, and the Panama Canal might be wrecked by sabotage 

or by naval and air raids7. 

 
Mechanised 
Coastal Artillery 
unit at Fort 
Clayton in late 
1930s 

 

 

 

 

 

Until the passage of the Two Ocean Navy Act 19408 and 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, while the Canal remained vital for the transit of 

ships between east and west, it became to be felt that the cargo carried could, at least by 

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

 
6  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
7  The Corps of Engineers: The War Against Japan by Karl C. Dod (Center of Military History, US Army, 
Washington DC), 1987: https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
8 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. 

https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf


isthmus, albeit at a higher cost9.  Nevertheless, the railway system would also obviously 

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

 

The strength of the existing defences of Panama, Hawaii, and Alaska in the 1930s varied, 

although the Canal Zone had possibly the strongest defences of the 3 outposts10.  However, 

the defences of both Hawaii and the Panama Canal, though elaborate, were outmoded - 

most of them had been designed and built in the days before the aeroplane became an 

important weapon and, for many years it had been apparent that the islands and the Canal 

were more vulnerable to air attack than to naval bombardment11. 

 

The original defences of the Canal were constructed to protect against a naval attack, 

and/or an associated landing of troops12, with heavy naval guns at the Atlantic and Pacific 

ends of the Canal route13 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 Canal14.  

These original defences had been authorised in 1911, at a cost then of $14.1 million 

(including installation of submarine mines).  Begun in 191315, by 1917 the defences and 

troop levels had reached their optimum for World War 116. 

 

In 1932, the Army command in the Canal Zone, known as the Panama Canal Department, 

had been divided into 3 commands, and would remain so until 1940 (reverting to a similar 

 
9  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
10  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
11  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
12  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. 
13  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. 
14  https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/usmilitary_and_canal.aspx  
15  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. 
16  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. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/usmilitary_and_canal.aspx


split later in the war in 1943) – these being Atlantic, Pacific and Department Troops, with 

USAAC units placed under the latter17. 

 

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 

levels18. 

 

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 

different from the Atlantic side and needed different solutions to the same problem19.  The 

possibility of hostile forces establishing a beachhead and moving overland to the Canal was 

not entirely discounted, but the absence of suitable landing places on the Atlantic side and 

the thick jungle of the Pacific lowlands were counted on to discourage any attack of this sort 

and the Army disposed its defences accordingly20. 

 

18 February 1940 – not the protection from the ever-present 
mosquito (Photo by Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty 
Images) 

  

 
17  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
18  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
 
19  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
20 https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html


US ARMY AND US ARMY AIR CORPS UNITS IN PANAMA AND THE CANAL ZONE ON 7 

DECEMBER 1941 

 

At the time of Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941, Army forces then in Panama and the Canal 

Zone comprised21 – 

• 1st Coastal Artillery (Harbour Defence) Regiment 

• 4th Coastal Artillery (Harbour Defence) Regiment 

• 72nd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 73rd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 82nd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 83rd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 14th Infantry Regiment 

• 33rd Infantry Regiment 

• 87th Field Artillery (Armored) Regiment 

• 2nd Field Artillery (105 mm) (Tractor Drawn) Battalion 

• 500th Infantry (Airborne) Battalion 

• 11th Engineer (Combat) Regiment 

• 805th Engineer (Aviation) Battalion 

US Army Air Corps (USAAC) – 

Republic of Panama 

Aquadulce  74th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

Chorrera 30th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

Rio Hato 32nd Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  51st Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  53rd Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

Canal Zone 

Albrook Field HQ Caribbean Air Force 

  HQ VI Bomber Command 

  HQ 12th Pursuit Wing 

  37th Pursuit Group 

 
21  http://navsource.org/Naval/usaaf.htm 

http://navsource.org/Naval/usaaf.htm


  16th Pursuit Group 

  24th Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  28th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  29th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  31st Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  43rd Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

France Field 6th Bombardment Group (Heavy) 

  3rd Bombardment Squadron (Heavy)  B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

  20th Transport Squadron   C-39, C-47 Skytrain and C-49 

        transports 

  25th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

  39th Observation Squadron   O-47 and O-49 observation 

        aircraft 

Howard Field 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (Heavy) B-17 Flying Fortress heavy  

        bombers and B-18 Bolo medium

        bombers 

  59th Bombardment Squadron (Light)  A-20 Havoc light bombers 

  Detachment of 20th Transport Squadron C-39, C-47 Skytrain and C-49 

        transports 

 
 

 

Acacia was a US Coast 
Guard buoy tender built 
in 1919 as an Army mine 
planter vessel.  It became 
a Coast Guard cutter in 
July 1939 when President 
Roosevelt merged the 
Lighthouse Service with 
the Coast Guard.  She 
was sunk by gunfire from 
U-161 in March 1942 150 
miles south of Port-au-
Prince, Haiti22  

 
22https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint
=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user  

https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user
https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user


THE US ARMY’S PANAMA CANAL DEPARTMENT 

The Panama Canal Department was created as a separate command of the US Army in June 

1917.  It was responsible for the defence of the Canal Zone - including land areas, coastal 

defences, harbour, air and sea defences within medium bomber range.  It was also 

responsible for the laying, maintaining, and clearing of harbour defence minefields that 

were to be placed at the canal entrance in event of a war, and was to defend against 

landings at either end of the Canal, coordinating with forces of the US Navy.   

In February 1941, the new Caribbean Defense Command was established as a theatre 

command, including responsibility for tactical control of the Panama Canal. 

The Panama Canal Department was so named because the description “Department” was 

the term given to all military commands before World War 1.  In 1920, all “Departments” in 

the Continental US were redesignated as “Corps Areas”, but the Hawaiian, Philippines and 

Panama Canal departments retained the title (with a Puerto Rico Department added in 

1941).  In 1941, the Panama Canal and Puerto Rico Departments were combined in the new 

Caribbean Defense Command (but the Army continued to refer to them as 

“Departments”)23. 

 

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 enjoyed24. 

 

The 1903 Hay-Buana-Varilla Treaty had given the US the implicit right to fortify (or protect) 

the Canal Zone, and from the time of its construction, US military forts had provided 

protection for the Canal - Forts Sherman25 and Randolph on the Caribbean end and Fort 

Amador on the Pacific end26.  Fort Clayton was established close to the Miraflores Locks and 

 
23   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  
24  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
25  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). 
26  In fact, the first was Fort DeLesseps at Colon in 1911. 

http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


close to Panama City27, 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 Taboga28, which is close to the Pacific entrance of the Canal.  Entry into, and 

trespassing on, the Canal Zone was strictly controlled, particularly during the war29. 

 

 

Left: circa 1945: US aircraft carrier Enterprise and an unidentified US battleship, elements of US Third Fleet, 
entering Panama Canal. (Photo by Thomas D. Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images) 

Right: aerial view of ships going through the Panama Canal in Panama, October 1945 (Photo by Thomas D 
Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images) 

  

 
27  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. 
28  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. 
29  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. 

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


THE WARTIME GOVERNORS 

In peacetime, the Governor of the Panama Canal was responsible for the operation and 

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

the Canal Zone.  He was also the president of the Panama Railroad, which ran along the 

eastern side of the waterway to connect the terminal ports of Cristobal and Balboa.  The 

Panama Railroad Company also operated the Panama Line (see below), whose 3 ships had 

been specifically designed for its needs30.   

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

Secretary of War.  As an emergency measure, on 5 September 1939, the Canal Zone was 

placed under the jurisdiction of the Commanding General, Panama Canal Department.  

However, the general’s authority over operation of the Canal and governmental functions 

continued to be exercised through the Governor31.  

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

he had previously served as Panama Canal maintenance engineer 1936-40 – and his 

eventual successor as Governor succeeded him in this post.   

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

who had supervised the construction of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC.   

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

Governor 1944-48. 

Having already served in the Canal Zone 1911-12, Mehaffey was assigned to the Panama 

Canal Zone again in 1941 as maintenance engineer, succeeding Edgerton.  Whilst Governor, 

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

Mahaffey Report.  This proposed getting rid of the canal locks and constructing a sea-level 

canal at a cost of $3.5 billion.  Nothing came of the report. 

 

 
30  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
31  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf  

https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf


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

popular area much used by locals for exercise and entertainment32, 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 Cut33) 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 Amador34 and Fort 

Grant35.  In due course, the causeway was extended from Naos to further small islets, ending 

at Flamenco36.  It grew (at over 344 acres or 139.2 hectares) to involve not only artillery37 

(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 batteries38. 

 
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 regarded as the principal 

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 airstrips 

from which an attack against the Canal might be 

 
32  https://www.lonelyplanet.com/articles/the-amador-causeway-panama-citys-booming-boardwalk 
33  The Culebra Cut (called the Gaillard Cut from 1915 to 2000 after the US officer who had led the excavation, 
and who died 1 month after the breakthrough in 1913), is an artificial valley that cuts through the Continental 
Divide and it was one of the great engineering feats of its time.  Culebra is the name for the mountain ridge it 
cuts through and was also originally applied to the cut itself.  After the canal handover to Panama in 1999, the 
name was changed back to Culebra (Corte Culebra in Spanish). 
34  After the first President of Panama, Manuel Amador Guerrero. 
35  As US President US Grant had ended his transit of the isthmus there in 1852. 
36  Later an important radar site, there remains a radar station on Flamenco, adjacent to a marina, cruise liner 
terminal, shops and restaurants.  
37  As noted elsewhere, such artillery gradually fell out of use; the Fort Amador batteries being disused (and 
buried) from 1943. 
38  Something of which one can still find today, although derelict and overgrown: 
https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/  

https://www.lonelyplanet.com/articles/the-amador-causeway-panama-citys-booming-boardwalk
https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/


launched39.   At the same time, it was found that experience in jungle manoeuvres was 

beginning to make a myth of the impenetrability of tropical forests40.   

 

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.    

 

 

3-inch gun AA battery.  
The standard anti-aircraft gun 
would be upgraded from the 
M3 3-inch gun to the M1 

90mm gun41. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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)42. 

 

At the end of FY 193843, the Secretary of War, reporting to President Roosevelt, stated that 

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

 
39  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. 
40  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  
41  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
42  Ibid. 
43  “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. 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps


Canal Zone.  The Panama Canal must be made impregnable”44.  However, as we shall see, 

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.  However, in 1939, after hurried arrangements were 

made with Mexico and the Central American Republics, 30 new P-36 fighters were flown 

down to reinforce the air garrison45.  

 

"The actual anti-aircraft defenses were very weak due to demands for guns in the European 

conflict.  Only 8 3-inch guns were mounted by 1918.  7 of these guns were in fixed mounts 

around the seacoast defenses and one gun was mounted on a railway car.  4 more guns 

were received in late 1918 and were emplaced around the Gatun Dam.  In April 1920, 36 3 

inch guns were allocated to the Canal Zone,  By 1931, the US Army had emplaced the 3-inch 

anti-aircraft in 15 3-gun batteries on fixed mounts (throughout the Canal Zone) and one 3-

inch battery on railway cars. Supporting these anti-aircraft guns were 29 mobile 60-inch 

searchlights and 16 0.50-calibre machine guns."46 

The American Defenses of the Panama Canal by Terrance McGovern (1999) 

 

A gun emplacement on Fort Amador.  The sloping wall can still be 
seen, forming the back of a complex of shops and restaurants at 
the end of the Amador Causeway. 
 

 

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.  However, two 14-inch railway guns 

were 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. 

 
44 “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  
45  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
46  The American Defenses of the Panama Canal by Terrance McGovern (1999) via 
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof854.htm  

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof854.htm


HOLLYWOOD AND SABOTAGE OF THE CANAL 
 

‘Across The Pacific’ (1942)47 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 Canal48. 

 

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 Zone49, and 
suspected enemy agents were indeed regularly arrested between 1939 and 1945.  The 

remastered film is available free online and is an interesting museum piece50. 
 

 

Even more scaremongering.  This 1945 movie was based on a 1943 bestseller of 

the same name by Alan Hynd, and in it Japanese spies seek the secret of the Canal. 

The story involved the takeover of the US West Coast by Japanese spies and 

apanese-Americans51.  The story involved the takeover of the US West Coast by 

Japanese spies and Japanese-Americans52. 

 

 

 

 

"Across the Pacific" was a 1942 film, based upon Robert Carson's 
1941 multi-part serial "Aloha Means Good-Bye".  It was directed 
by the legendary John Huston, with a script attributed to Richard 
Macaulay.  Starring Humphrey Bogart, Mary Astor and Sydney 
Greenstreet, it was originally to be about a Japanese plot to blow 
up Pearl Harbor, but filming has just begun in December 1941 
when the Japanese actually did attack - so the target was changed 
from Pearl Harbor to the Panama Canal and hence the film and its 
cast never actually got "across the Pacific".53 

 

 
47  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0034428/  
48  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02684520600620732 
49  Possession of cameras and photography from ships in Canal Zone – under Executive Order of 25 March 
1940, amending EO 8234 of 5 September 1939. 
50  https://medium.com/nc-stories-of-service/wwii-sabotage-manual-ea9202d0442b  
51  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt 
52  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt 
53  https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta  

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0034428/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02684520600620732
https://medium.com/nc-stories-of-service/wwii-sabotage-manual-ea9202d0442b
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt
https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta


 

14-inch gun in Panama; mounted on a 
turntable, it had a range of about 30 
miles54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the outbreak of the war, the garrisons of the Canal Zone, Philippines and Hawaii reported 

directly to the War Department (on the other hand, Alaska reported to the US 4th Army 

headquartered as the Presidio in San Francisco)55. 

 

THE PANAMA MOUNT 

Some of the large artillery pieces were mounted on what was called a Panama Mount56.  

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 war57.  Note, however, 

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

similar layouts or purposes. 

 

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 

 
54  https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/100-years-panama-canal-10-photos 
55   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  
56  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 
57  American Seacoast Defenses, A Reference Guide, Second Edition by Mark A Berhow as editor (Coast Defense 
Study Group), 2004.  

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/100-years-panama-canal-10-photos
http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_mount


supplement existing security, at the locks58, power houses and other important sites59 – this 

role eventually being taken on by the Mobile Force.   

 

Nevertheless, 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 vessel60 - so that, during the war (in fact, 

from 1939), armed guards were placed aboard ships in transit61. 

 

A Joint Board report in 1937 had specified the joint mission of Army and Navy forces in the 

Panama Canal Department as “protection of the Panama Canal in order that it may be 

maintained in continuous operating condition”, obviously for passage of the fleet.   

 

The Army mission was to protect the Canal against sabotage and against attacks by air, land, 

and sea forces, while the Navy mission was to support the Army in defending the Canal and 

to protect shipping in the coastal zones. Local defence plans gave Army aviation the 

responsibility of air defence of the canal, with the understanding that naval patrol aircraft 

would carry out distant reconnaissance, patrolling, reporting, and tracking.   

 

The two major tasks of the Army air component consisted of furnishing an offensive or 

striking force to destroy enemy vessels encountered and of furnishing a defensive force to 

combat air attacks.  Similar missions were assumed by other Army air contingents as bases 

were established throughout the Caribbean and by the Caribbean Air Force upon its 

activation in May 1941. 

  

 
58  Note that the locks only normally operated from 0600 to 2300 hours; permanent 24-hour operations only 
began in 1963. 
59  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. 
60  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. 
61  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. 



INSPECTIONS AND ARMED GUARDS ON THE CANAL 

At first the Canal authorities exempted from the inspection and guard requirements all US 

flag vessels, foreign passenger liners on regular runs and carrying more than 25 passengers, 

and British or French cargo ships that were "known to the Canal" and on a regularly 

scheduled voyage; but the War Department immediately insisted on the regulations being 

applied without distinction, without regard to the "nationality, size or character" of the 

vessel. Ships of war "of foreign powers with whom we are on diplomatically friendly 

relations" were the only exceptions the War Department recognised.   

The only discretion the War Department permitted was in the size of the armed guard.62 

In August and September 1939 an average of 15 or 15 vessels were passing through the 

Canal each day; but of these about 68% were vessels of US, British, French, or Dutch 

registry63. 

According to the Commandant of the 15th Naval District, in a letter to Washington in July 

1941, the transit guards on the ships passing through the Canal were “wholly ineffective and 

futile” (despite the Army employing 20-30 officers and 500 men “working hard but to no 

effect”)64. 

 

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 Affairs65.  During 1939 and the 

first months of 1940, US Army engineers began the task of improving the defences of 

Panama66, but it was considered essential that some of the 153 searchlights and most of the 

aircraft warning stations required would have to be located outside the Canal Zone to be 

effective67. 

 

 
62  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
63  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
64  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-
Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf  
65 https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
66  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
67  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf


The US Congress had approved $50 million in funding for improving Canal defences in 1939, 

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)68. 

 

A means of speeding up the new construction was to employ Army labour to put in any 

footings and clear and prepare sites, so that contractors would not waste time visiting 

Panama to inspect and survey ground conditions before bidding69. 

 

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 breached70. 

 

The Army had the responsibility of providing land-based and anti-aircraft defences, with the 

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

 
68  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. 
69  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
70  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf


Canal (although initially it was Army personnel that was used for this task) and maintaining 

harbour patrols at either end of the Canal. 

 

Another conclusion of the General Board of the Navy and the Army-Navy Joint Board in 

early 1940 was that preparations must be made for the operation of constant air patrols 

over a wide area to the west of Panama.  It recommended that patrol squadrons of 

seaplanes, supported partly by tenders and partly by shore installations, be based near 

Guayaquil on the Ecuadorian coast, in the Gulf of Fonseca in Nicaragua, and in the 

Galapagos Islands, with the latter as the key installations.  They were to be fortified by both 

the Army and the Navy, under a programme directed by Army engineers71. 

 

In September 1939, as war broke out in Europe, an Executive Order had transferred all 

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 Wing72.   

 

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

of the Army’s new Caribbean Defense Command (CDC)73, which incorporated 

responsibilities in various British Caribbean possessions which the US had acquired under 

Lend-Lease.  The separate Caribbean Air Force, also an Army command74, was established at 

the same time.  The Panama Sector was one of 3 distinct sectors75 that made up the new 

 
71  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
72  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
73  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 
74  As the independent USAF was not established until 1947. 
75  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 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458


CDC and included 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. 

 

The formation of the Caribbean Air Force represented a marked advance over the force 

which previously had been depended upon for the air defence of the Panama Canal.  

Although military aviation had been a part of the defences from 1917, until late in 1939 

Army air units, then organised under the 19th Wing, had occupied a subsidiary position in 

the Panama Canal Department.  During the early months of 1940 the whole subject of Canal 

air defence was re-examined by the War Department, and with Air Corps expansion the 19th 

Wing developed into "the Panama Canal Department Air Force, which in turn provided a 

nucleus for the Caribbean Air Force in the spring of 194176. 

 

Original caption on 10 June 1939 – 
“War in Europe has resulted in a general tightening of 
the defenses of the Panama Canal, vital lifeline of the 
US in the event the trouble should spread across the 
two oceans. Particular attention has been paid to anti-
aircraft defenses of the "Big Ditch".  Concentration of 
searchlights in action.  It would be a lucky & agile 
mosquito who could fly over here without being 
caught in one of the pointing fingers; the guns that act 
in concert with the lights would do the rest”. 

 

  

 
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. 
76  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf


PLANS FOR REINFORCING THE CANAL ZONE BY AIR 

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”77.  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). 

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.   

The War Department had wanted the airline industry to "to eliminate all feeder civil aviation 

transport lines and build up the main lines" to meet an anticipated increase in military use, 

but the ATA plan called for a priority system instead that would insure the uninterrupted 

aerial movement of war-essential military and civilian passengers and cargo, and furnish 

aircraft and crews for individual missions related to a war or mobilisation78.   

As early as 1936 the ATA, working on conjunction with the USAAC and the Army War 

College, had formulated a plan for the mobilisation of the airlines in case of war. The plan 

had been kept up to date during the intervening years, and after Pearl Harbor it provided a 

broad programme for the wartime utilisation of the civil aviation resources of the country79.   

The ATA war plan also assigned each sector responsibilities for onward movements related 

to hemispheric defence: Sector #2— being assigned to Braniff, was for Panama and South 

America80. 

President Roosevelt had signed an Executive Order on 13 December 1941 directing the 

Secretary of War to take possession (impress) of any portion of any civil aviation system 

required in the war effort. 

 
77  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. 
78   https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf  
79  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-9.html  
80  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 

https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0299carriers/
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-9.html
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf


Early in 1941, the ATA had 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 

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 transports81.82 

 

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

Pacific end83.  However, during the war, as the danger of air attack became the primary 

concern and it being felt that the heavy mortar batteries dating from World War 1 were 

virtually defenceless from air attack, in 1943 these sites were stripped and the mortars 

removed84.  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)85 

 
 

Coastal artillery had also been placed on two 

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. 

 

 
81  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 
82  In 1941, the USAAC and US Navy impressed 200 of the 360 airliners in service in the US, as well as most of 
the employees: https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/  
83  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
84  Probably the only US 12-inch mortars to ever see action were those in the Philippines in 1942. 
85  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. 

https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf


 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) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Missouri Mules, loaded with 4 powder cartons each on 
specially constructed pack saddles, are starting the 
strenuous trek to the high points of the islands guarding the 
approaches to the Panama Canal  
(Photo by © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/CORBIS/Corbis via 
Getty Images) 

 

 



 

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 mines86. The bunkers are for the 90mm anti-MTB battery, and the 
photograph shows 4 fixed mount 90mm guns in one battery87 

 

AIRFIELDS AND AIR DEFENCES 

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 193088 - but with hard surface runways only 

being added in 193989.  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 Army90 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 

 
86  For more information on wartime degaussing, see https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-
themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/ 
87  Information said to have been provided by Andrew W Fraser and Terry McGovern:  
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl4.htm 
88  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. 
89  https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html 
90  Until 1948, the Air Corps was a part of the US Army (although renamed as the US Army Air Force from 
1941). 

https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/
https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl4.htm
https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html


housing bomber and fighter aircraft91.  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 in a later Part. 

 

An article titled “Panama is Defenseless” by Colonel Billy Mitchell 92 that appeared in 

a popular aviation magazine in 1929, and was widely reprinted in 1940 helped t o 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.93 

 

 
Albrook Field in 1939 

 

In 1939, the Army Air Corps (USAAC94) 

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 types95.  

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. 

 

 
91  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. 
92  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. 
93  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 
94  The USAAC became the US Army Air Force in 1941, and the independent US Air Force was established after 
the war in 1948. 
95  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  

https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm


An A-17, a 2-seat attack 
bomber aircraft of USAAC 74th 
Attack Squadron, Panama 
Canal Zone 1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It had been 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 

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 

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

required was only reached in 1942. 

 

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.   

 

Barrage balloons were also to be employed (see below), 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 

guns96.   

 
96  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 

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


 
 

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 (see 

below for more detail on wartime censorship).  Severe restrictions were also placed on 

photography in the Canal Zone97.  Civilian Canal Zone defence personnel received gas mask 

and air recognition training98.   

 
 
 
 
Taxi with blackout 
headlights in 1940s 
Panama City99 

 

 

 

 

 

 
97  As referenced in the Charlie Chan film of 1940 mentioned above. Possession of cameras and photography 
from ships in Canal Zone – Executive Order of 25 March 1940, amending EO 8234 of 5 September 1939 
98  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
99  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-durante-la-segunda-guerra-mundial/ 
 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-durante-la-segunda-guerra-mundial/


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

expectation of an attack then being thought likely (as mentioned earlier, a pre-war fear had 

been of US hostages being seized should an enemy overrun the Canal Zone).   

 

EVACUATION 1941 

“Our evacuation from the Panama Canal was a terribly sad and sudden thing.  As we 

approached the time that we were to leave, my father’s demeanour changed to a terse and 

commanding presence. It was time to be soldiers.  When I think back now, it explains why 

he acted this way. A barrage balloon hovered over the house, tethered not far away.  Piles 

of sand were placed near our back door to help extinguish fire from incendiary bombs. The 

entire family was issued gas masks. I was informed of a stash of emergency items in a 

compartment in the kitchen (in case my parents were out of the house during an attack.) 

Soldiers sat at machine gun nests during the daytime hours.  My third-grade school was 

closed. Half of my friends had already been sent home.  It should have been apparent to us, 

but we were not warned when it was our time to go.  When we awoke, we were told that 

we had two hours to clean up and dress. My parents had already packed our bags. 

We didn’t even eat breakfast until we prepared to get on the ship.  So many questions 

wanted to be asked, but good military kids could, or would not, ask them.  I never said 

goodbye to my pet monkey or my horse.  We were walked down the front steps and did not 

look back. We behaved, as if in a dream. 

Our ship (the Shawnee Rainbow) had been painted hastily.  It was a brownish green color 

from stem to stern.  As it pulled away, the fathers lined the peer and waved handkerchiefs. 

We had a small escort that told would help chase away enemy submarines”.100 

 

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 Navy101. 

 
100  https://weservedtoo.wordpress.com/2014/12/20/leaving-panama-december-1941/  
101  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://weservedtoo.wordpress.com/2014/12/20/leaving-panama-december-1941/
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html


 

During the war, the US was to construct 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.   

 

As mentioned already, aviation was not the exclusive concern of the US Army. There was 

also the naval aviation facility, with 3 aircraft hangars and a blimp hangar102, plus ramps for 

flying-boats103, at the Coco Solo submarine base near Colon.   

 

 

An Army railroad that ran between artillery stations in 
the Canal Zone, carrying ammunition, men and 
supplies 

 

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 

Part 2) was one of the measures taken to counter the threat. 

 

 
102  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.   
103  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. 



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 

a relatively small proportion were those “imported” by the US, but they were nevertheless 

regarded as essential to resolve the labour shortage encountered in the rapid expansion 

required by the defence plans. 

 

The task of expanding the defence sites in 1940-41 was tremendous and every available 

soldier was detailed to some aspect of construction.  There was a severe shortage of civilian 

labour due to the competing demand for workers on the Third Locks project, and the 

additional labour force required only increased the ongoing housing shortage.  Due to the 

severe time constraints, much of the new building construction was of a temporary nature 

and typically this resulted in the use of existing building plans, but the substitution of readily 

available, less expensive, and less labour-intensive construction materials.  Designs were 

stripped down to the essentials, and all ornamental details were eliminated.  Temporary 

structures were less durable, and were often meant to be capable of being easily 

disassembled and re-erected elsewhere104. 

 

As already mentioned, the US also built the first Transisthmian (Boyd-Roosevelt) Highway, 

which opened (mainly for military traffic) in late April 1942, and the 61-mile Rio Hato link of 

the Inter-American (Pan-American) Highway from La Chorrera to Rio Hato was completed in 

July 1942105.  Other roads, and a bridge across the Canal were to be completed.  Work also 

began in 1940 on a new, third, set of locks (see above for more information on this abortive 

project), 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 

suspended106.   

 
104  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf 
105  Although the Public Roads Administration was responsible for these projects, the Army was affected 
because of the drain upon manpower and matériel, and the added transportation load. 
106   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.   

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf


 

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 had agreed with the Navy that a solution 

was a third set of locks some distance from the others (as explained above).  While the Navy 

changed its mind after cancelling the super battleships, the Army had 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.   

 

 

A smoke generator loaded atop a 
truck sends out a dense 
smokescreen as it crosses the 
Madden Dam in 1942 

 

 

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 capabilities 



provided only for the locks and dams.  Even so, in late 1943, as perceived threats 

diminished, both the smokescreen and barrage balloon projects were abandoned107. 

 

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.  

 

The 14-inch M1920 railway gun was the last model railway gun to be deployed by the US Army.  It was an 
upgrade of the US Navy 14-inch/50 calibre railway gun.  Only 4 were ever deployed; 2 in the harbour defences 

of Los Angeles and 2 in the Canal Zone, , where they could be shifted between the harbour defences of Cristobal 
(Atlantic) or Balboa (Pacific)108 

 

 

 
107  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
108  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/  
 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/


THE INTER-AMERICAN HIGHWAY 

In 1923, the USAAS began aerial surveys, conducted with several Central American 

countries, but these were not directly linked to the creation of a highway across the region.  

In 1929, representatives of Mexico, United States and Central American states met in 

Panama to establish the Inter-American Highway Commission109 charged with planning a 

highway from Panama to the US–Mexico border. Field reconnaissance began in Panama and 

Honduras in 1930, and the Commission met in Panama in 1931 to discuss a tentative route, 

this expanding by 1933 to Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras and Guatemala, about 1,400 

miles110. 

A field office of the US Bureau of Public Roads was reopened in Panama City in 1935, and 

later an office was opened in Costa Rica111.  The Panamanian Government undertook to 

build a bridge over the Chiriqui River, with construction of the foundations for this bridge 

begun by the Panamanian Government under the supervision of US engineers in 1936112. 

By 1940, with the outbreak of war in Europe, the US felt it necessary to establish a more 

direct route to Panama.  While air links to Panama had been established and improved, the 

chief communications remained to be by sea, a long journey from either the East or West 

Coasts of the US.  However, having been begun during the war, it would be after it that the 

eventual Inter-American Highway from the US to Panama was completed. 

Many pieces of what were to become part of the Highway were constructed prior to 1940 

and by the individual countries involved, but these only existed between major cities and 

were not in a very good state.  

In Panama, the route made use of the ferry at Balboa to cross the Continental Divide.  It also 

incorporated the Thatcher Highway that ran from the Canal to Arraijan, and a new section 

 
109  Development of the Inter-American Highway by E. W. James, Chief, Division of Highway Transport, US 
Bureau of Public Roads, Washington DC (Purdue University), 1937: 
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078
&context=roadschool  
110  The US Bureau of Public Roads published the report on the survey in 1934. 
111  
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078
&context=roadschool  
112  
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078
&context=roadschool  

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool


of road between there and Chorrera.  It followed the existing Central Highway up to the 

Costa Rica border near the Lanas de Canas Gordas113. 

When, in 1946, the Highway was ready for inspection by US diplomats and engineers, in 

reality it was far from complete – most of it was only passable by Jeep, although the basic 

route had been laid out. 

Having opened to through traffic in 1963, it was finally completed in 1967, being a 

continuous road – sometimes only of gravel or dirt, from Mexico to Panama, some 3,349 

miles (5,390 km).  The only part constructed without any form of US aid was a 1,600-mile 

section in Mexico, running to the Guatemala border area, and this opened in 1950. 

The Highway is now a part of the Pan American Highway114, which runs all the way to 

Argentina (except from a break between the Darien province in Panama and neighbouring 

Colombia). 

 

Later in the war, 1944 saw the birth of 2 new airlines, one of which was to continue until the 

present day, becoming the country’s flag carrier. 

 

On 21 June 1944, Compañia Panameña de Aviación SA (or COPA) was formed with a 40% 

shareholding by Pan American, with the remaining 60% owned by Panamanian investors115.  

It was to go on to become the country’s leading airline and flag carrier. 

 

The next day, on 22 June, another airline, Compañia Chiricana de Aviación SA was formed, 

being authorised to operate between David and Puerto Armuelles using a single-engine 

Fairchild 24, and subsequently from David to La Chorrera using a twin-engine Avro Anson116. 

 

 

 
113  
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078
&context=roadschool  
114  The Fifth International Conference of American States, which met at Santiago, Chile in 1923, first 
considered the possibility of con structing modern highway communication from the northern part of North 
America to the southern part of South America: 
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078
&context=roadschool  
115   https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia  
116  https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia  

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia
https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia


 

30th Fighter Squadron P-40 
Warhawks, Aguadulce Army 
Airfield, Panama 1943.  
Note the single Cessna 
UC-78 twin- engine light 
transport on the flight line 
(USAAF Photo via Hagdedorn, 
Dan) 

 

 

 

 

Article about the Coastal artillery Command in Panama Canal Zone, Tuscaloosa Times, 11 December 1940117.  

 
117 https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1817&dat=19401211&id=VOU-
AAAAIBAJ&sjid=_kwMAAAAIBAJ&pg=6463,4719014  

https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1817&dat=19401211&id=VOU-AAAAIBAJ&sjid=_kwMAAAAIBAJ&pg=6463,4719014
https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1817&dat=19401211&id=VOU-AAAAIBAJ&sjid=_kwMAAAAIBAJ&pg=6463,4719014


 

 Anti-aircraft guns in the Canal Zone, date 

unknown (US Army Center of Military 

History)118 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOO BIG FOR THE CANAL - DISMANTLED FOR TRANSIT IN 1940 

YFD-2 (Yard Floating Dock-2, USS YFD-2) was a US Navy auxiliary floating drydock built in 

1901 and with a 18,000-ton lifting capacity - the first of its kind, a steel movable auxiliary 

floating drydock used to raise large ships out the water for repair below the ship's waterline. 

Destined for Pearl Harbor, it departed New Orleans on 19 March 1940 after modification to 

make her seaworthy for the for the 6,000-mile journey.  To pass through the Canal she was 

taken apart at Cristobal, as the Canal was only 100 feet wide at that time and the drydock 

was 128 feet wide. The sections were towed through the Canal and reassembled at Balboa, 

and she arrived in Pearl Harbor on 23 August and was there at the time of the Japanese 

attack in December 1941. 

  

 
118  https://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=15117  

https://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=15117


THE VIEW OF THE NAVY COMMANDER OF THE DEFENCES IN 1941 

A letter from the Commandant of the 15th Naval District to the Chief of Naval Operations in 

Washington on 10 July 1941 responded to a letter of 3 July which had asked if the measures 

taken by the Army and Navy were adequate to prevent sabotage.  The Commandant said he 

did not think the measures were adequate and – 

• Complaining about discipline on Army ships (as opposed to navy ones); 

• Protection from the water left much to be desired, with a need for a harbour police, 

which was not employed due to lack of men and boats (and even if it existed he said it 

would not be a sure cure);  

• The transit guards on the ships passing through the Canal were “wholly ineffective and 

futile” (despite the Army employing 20-30 officers and 500 men “working hard but to no 

effect”); and 

• The Canal was wide open to an air attack launched from the sea, and this position would 

remain until Caribbean and Pacific bases were completed, manned and operating. 

On 25 July, a response from the War Department cast doubt on the Admiral’s conclusion 

that the Canal was open to attack “from 3 dimensions”, but agreed to deficiencies in 

protection from air attack, and saying that 55 pursuit (fighter) aircraft had been despatched.  

The War Department also said that the parachute and airborne units should be able to 

prevent hostile occupation of landing fields, once equipped with the necessary transport 

aircraft119. 

 

 
119  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-
Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf  

https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf

