
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 5 – NAVAL DEFENCES 

 

For the US Navy, aside from its presence in the Canal Zone, and a radio station at San Juan, 

Puerto Rico, the US Navy shore establishment in the Caribbean in 1939 was confined to 

Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and a small area on the island of St. Thomas in the US Virgin 

Islands1. 

US Naval Air Station Coco Solo 19372 

 

 

In 1939, in the Canal Zone, there were several 

Naval shore establishments, some of which 

were directly linked to defence of the Canal 

and Canal Zone.  It maintained the naval air 

station for patrol planes and submarine base at 

Coco Solo.  A review by the Hepburn Board3 in the late 1930s had recommended an increase 

 
1  Building the Navy's Bases in World War II, History of the Bureau of Yards and Docks and the Civil Engineer 

Corps 1940-1946 (Volume II), (United States Government Printing Office, Washington), 1947: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
2 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-113000/NH-113055.html  
3  This board was established in 1938 and reviewed America's national defence structure during the 
deteriorating international situation. The "Hepburn Board Report" was the basis for the massive Shore 
Establishment expansion that took place prior to World War 2. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-113000/NH-113055.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-113000/NH-113055.html


in the air facilities sufficient to accommodate no less than 7 squadrons of patrol planes, with 

a supporting industrial establishment capable of complete engine overhaul, and the 

establishment of a further naval station at Balboa, on the Pacific end of the Canal, to 

support submarines, destroyers, and smaller craft.   

 

Congress approved the base programme as recommended by the Hepburn Board report in 

May 1939, and partial financing was provided in the 1940 appropriation Bill.  Development 

of the bases recommended by the Hepburn Board (see below) began immediately, and early 

contracts were awarded in June and July for work in the Canal Zone4. 

 

In the late 1930s, naval defence of the Panama Canal, regarded as the focal point of US 

traffic between the Atlantic and Pacific and South America, was, on the Atlantic side, seen as 

being primarily a matter of controlling the approaches to the Gulf of Mexico through the 

Florida Straits and the approaches to the Caribbean through the Yucatan Channel and the 

navigable passes of the Antilles5.   

 

As mentioned elsewhere, providing for the adequate defence of the Canal from the Pacific 

approaches presented a far more difficult problem, with there being no potential sites for 

air bases outside of Panama which could be secured by lease or treaty, with only Costa 

Rica’s Cocos Island and the Galapagos Islands seen as offering possibilities6. 

 

In addition to the air station and submarine base at Coco Solo near Colon, in 1939-40 the US 

Navy also maintained a radio station at Gatun and a small section base at Cristobal.  On the 

Pacific side, at Balboa, were located the administrative headquarters of the 15th Naval 

District and, directly across the Canal, on the west bank, an ammunition depot.  Another 

radio station, located at Summit, about one third of the distance from Balboa to Coco Solo, 

and a half a dozen fuel tanks at either end of the Canal, and a few minor installations 

completed the list of Navy installations.   

 

 
4  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
5  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
6  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html


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

and operated by the Canal authorities, and these facilities centred around a battleship 

graving dock at Balboa and a small dock, 390-feet long, at Cristobal on the Atlantic end of 

the Canal7.  A half-dozen fuel tanks at either end of the Canal and a few other minor 

installations completed the list of naval assets.   

 

For immediate defence of the Canal approaches, 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 Balboa8.   

 

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 

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. 

 

As well the guns and sea mines, 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 submarine presence in Panama, in the form of the Coco Solo submarine base9, 

had been established in 1918 at the Atlantic end of the Canal near Colon10.  It had seen 5 

submarines based there during World War 1 and, at the time of Pearl Harbor, there were 3 

 
7  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
8  Termed the Harbor Defenses of Cristobal and Harbor Defenses of Balboa.  Following the war, all such 
minefields, as well as the remaining coastal artillery were disarmed and disestablished in 1950: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harbor_Defense_Command 
9  Incidentally, the birthplace of Senator John McCain, who was born in 1936 at the Navy hospital at the Coco 
Solo Naval Air Station. 
10  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. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harbor_Defense_Command


“V Boat” submarines stationed at the base11, with the site also having a Naval Aviation 

Facility (originally established as a Naval Air Station in 1918) for the operation of flying-

boats12.   

 

The US Navy began to strengthen and enlarge its installations in the Canal Zone during the 

Summer of 1940.  As already mentioned, the Hepburn Board recommendations saw early 

contracts aimed chiefly at enlarging the air station and submarine base at Coco Solo and 

constructing housing and a new office building at Balboa for the administrative offices of the 

15th Naval District.  However, the scope of the contracts was enlarged considerably during 

the immediate pre-Pearl Harbor period, as defence plans for the Canal were broadened and 

new installations authorised; and by the time of the declaration of war, several entirely new 

activities were well underway, with work concentrated in the Coco Solo area and on a new 

tract of land on the west bank of the Canal, directly across from Balboa13. 

 

 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 
11  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. 
12  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. 
13  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html


 

 

 

 

Another part of the Navy expansion 

plans in 1940 was for greatly increased 

housing, and associated facilities 

including 2 new hospitals, at either end 

of the Canal and for Navy personnel14.  

It also included, as one might expect, increased ammunition storage, such as a doubling of 

size of the naval magazine at Coco Solo (which had only been completed in 1937)15. 

 

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 the District 

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 Balboa16. 

 
14  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
15  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
16  https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-
administrative-histories-wwii.html#122  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-administrative-histories-wwii.html#122
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-administrative-histories-wwii.html#122


THE 15th NAVAL DISTRICT 

The 15th Naval District, headquartered at Balboa in the Canal Zone, was established on 28 

November 1917 by an Executive Order dated 27 August 1917 and encompassed "the waters 

adjacent to the Canal Zone exclusive of the area between the inner limits of the defensive 

sea areas established at the Atlantic Entrance and the Pacific Entrance of the Panama 

Canal".  

 

In 1945, the district consisted of the Panama Canal Zone.  It was disestablished on 31 

December 1975 its responsibilities were transferred to the Panama Canal US Naval 

Station17. 

 

THE VINSON BILL AND THE HEPBURN AND GREENSLADE BOARD REPORTS 

A board set up by the US Navy, which became known as the Hepburn Board, made an 

exhaustive survey of the strategic needs in connection with the naval defence of the US and 

of the existing facilities for meeting those needs.  

 

Its report was submitted to Congress on 27 December 1938 and, as we have seen, 

recommended the establishment of new air bases and the expansion of existing bases to 

provide 3 major air bases on each coast, one in the Canal Zone, and one in Hawaii; with 

outlying operating bases in the West Indies, Alaska, and our Pacific island possessions.  

 

The Board also recommended that the naval air training station at Pensacola, Florida be 

greatly enlarged and that possibly an additional air training station be established at Corpus 

Christi, Texas; new submarine bases be established in Alaska and the mid-Pacific area, and 

several existing naval stations be improved or retained.   Some additional facilities were 

suggested for the existing destroyer bases at Philadelphia and San Diego. No new mine 

bases were considered necessary, but certain deficiencies were noted in existing bases.  

 

 
17  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/research-guides/lists-of-senior-officers-and-civilian-officials-
of-the-us-navy/district-commanders/fifteenth-naval-district.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/research-guides/lists-of-senior-officers-and-civilian-officials-of-the-us-navy/district-commanders/fifteenth-naval-district.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/research-guides/lists-of-senior-officers-and-civilian-officials-of-the-us-navy/district-commanders/fifteenth-naval-district.html


A general priority schedule was set up, based on the necessity for providing facilities when 

the ships and aircraft authorised by the Vinson Bill (which provided for an increase of 20% in 

ships and an increase of the Navy's aircraft strength to 3,000 aircraft) would be completed.  

In addition, there was a list of projects, considered to be of immediate strategic importance, 

which should be undertaken at the earliest practicable date – none of which impacted the 

Canal Zone. 

 

Providing for the first major expansion of the US Navy since World War 1, the Vinson Bill of 

May 1938 was authorised just 2 months after Hitler overran Austria.  Prior to this, in 1934, 

with the passage of the Vinson-Trammell Act to build the fleet up to the limits allowed 

under the Washington and London Treaties, a Board was established which set out the 

general priorities to govern future development of naval installations.  The US West Coast, 

Canal Zone, Hawaiian Islands, the Philippine Islands and Guam were given the highest "A" 

classification. 

 

During World War 2, another board was set up and this, the Greenslade Board, requested 

plans from the various bureaux and offices of the Navy Department and considered this 

material from the standpoint of the naval requirements upon the completion of the 81% 

increase in the Navy planned by 1946, following passage of the Two Oceans Act of 1940 and 

the strategic defence of the Western Hemisphere and western Pacific.  This Board was given 

the specific task of recommending sites and facilities for the bases that had been acquired in 

British possessions as a result of the agreement of September 1940.  The report was 

submitted on 15 November 1940 and proposed facilities that would cost a total of $315 

million.  In this second report, the Canal Zone had the role of a “subsidiary operating base”. 

 

An important difference in strategic planning between the wartime report and the report of 

the Hepburn Board were that the Greenslade Board proposed a more definite extension of 

the US Pacific frontier to the Philippines and urged that arrangements be made for the use 

of the British base at Singapore by US forces (of course, both the Philippines and Singapore 

were soon to fall to the Japanese) and the acquisition of a base in Trinidad to extend 

southward the range of any fleet operation in the enlarged concept of hemisphere defence.  



It should also be noted that, at the time of the latter report, there was a real possibility that 

the Axis powers would seize French North Africa and establish themselves at Dakar. 

 

Notwithstanding its description in the later Greenslade Board report as a “subsidiary 

operating base”, the Canal Zone had been one area highlighted for authorised expansion 

and improvements of naval facilities during the 1930s, in the recommendations following 

the Vinson-Trammell Act of 1934 and in the Hepburn Board report of 1938. 18 

 Coco Solo Naval Station in 194119 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 15th Naval District 
Headquarters in Balboa in 

194120 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18  www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-1.html  
19  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Coco_Solo?file=NS_Coco_Solo_Panama_1941_NAN7-64.jpg 
20   https://nbaersplayground.com/ldorr/15thND.html 

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-1.html
https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Coco_Solo?file=NS_Coco_Solo_Panama_1941_NAN7-64.jpg
https://nbaersplayground.com/ldorr/15thND.html


 

Headquarters and Barracks, Coco Solo Naval Air Station Canal Zone in 1936 

 

THE USN/USAAF AGREEMENT OVER LAND-BASED PATROL AIRCRAFT 

Before World War 2, the US Congress had mandated that the US Navy was not 

permitted to operate land-based combat aircraft.  During the war, these rules were 

gradually modified, as the Navy sought greater control over all aspects of naval 

warfare, and the Army needed all its units for combat operations in Europe and the 

Pacific.  Therefore, in August 1943, the US Army and US Navy came to an agreement, 

and in mid-1943, the Army agreed to turn over all anti-submarine operations to the 

Navy. 

 

SOME OF THE VESSELS ASSIGNED TO THE 15th NAVAL DISTRICT 

The following vessels were among those assigned to the 15th Naval District, for use in local 

defence and patrol duties – 

 

USS Woodcock (AM-14) a Lapwing Class minesweeper, commissioned in 1919.  During 

the war it operated in the Panama Sea 

Frontier, working between the Canal Zone 

and New Orleans. the ship was twice 

reclassified – first to an ocean-going tug, AT-

145, in 1942; then an ocean-going tug (old), 

ATO-145, in 1944. 

 

 

 



USS Jade (PY-17)  a patrol yacht, built in 1926 and acquired by the Navy and 

converted in 1940.  It operated in Panama 

Sea frontier from May 1941 to February 

1943, then transferred to Ecuador Navy at 

Salinas in May 1943. 

 

 

USS Agate (PYc-4)  a patrol yacht (coastal), acquired by the Navy in 1940 as the 

USS Goldcrest but converted to a patrol yacht as 

USS Agate in December 1940. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

USS Moonstone (PYc-9)  

another patrol yacht (coastal), built in 1929 but 

acquired by the Navy in April 1941 and 

converted to a patrol yacht and used in the 

Panama Sea Frontier.  It was sent to Ecuador 

 March-July 1943 to help train its navy.  Lost in a 

collision on passage to the US in October 1943. 

 

USS Topaz (PYc-10) another patrol yacht (coastal), built in 1931 and commissioned 

into the Navy as a patrol yacht in July 1941, being operational 

in the Canal Zone from August 1941 to 1944. 

 

USS Erie (PG-50) the lead ship of the Erie-class gunboats.  Commissioned in 

1936.  It was heavily employed in patrol and anti-submarine 

activities, as well as removing 50 Japanese internees from 



Costa Rica to the canal Zone on 13 December 1941.  

Torpedoed and sunk by U-163 off Curacao in 1942. 

 

USS PC-454 a submarine chaser, that began life as a yacht in 1915, acquired 

for the second time by the Navy in August 194021 and became 

PC-454 in October 1940.  Reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht 

in 1943 as USS Impetuous (PYc-46). 

 

USS PC-456 a submarine chaser, former 1931 yacht, acquired by the Navy 

and arriving in the Canal Zone November 1940.  Reclassified as 

a coastal patrol yacht in June 1943 as USS Persistent (PYc-48), 

operating off Panama until deactivated in 1944. 

 

USS PC-458 a submarine chaser, a former 1923 yacht, acquired by the Navy 

in October 1940 and commissioned January 1941 as PC-458.  It 

was later reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht as USS Retort 

(PYc-49) in July 1943.  Decommissioned September 1944. 

 

USS PC-460 a submarine chaser, 

a former 1930 yacht 

commissioned in 

October 1940 as PC-

460 and assigned to 

Balboa, operating 

there from 

November 1940.  It 

accidentally rammed submarine S-26 in January 1942 while 

escorting 4 S-Class boats out of Balboa22.  Assigned to Panama 

Sea Frontier from February 1942 and, after repairs in Mobile, 

 
21  She had been previously impressed 1917-18 by US Navy during World War 1. 
22  46 men were drowned, 3 on the bridge of the submarine at the time survived. 



returned to Panama and reclassified as coastal patrol yacht as 

USS Sturdy (PYc-50).  Disposed of in October 1944. 

 

USS PC-509 a submarine chaser, a converted 1929 yacht acquired by the 

Navy in October 1940 and commissioned in December 1941 as 

PC-509.  Arrived in Canal Zone February 1942 and used as an 

escort.  Reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht in July 1943 as 

USS Valiant (PYc-51), then chiefly used on Panama-

Guantanamo convoys until August 1944, went to Philadelphia 

to decommission. 

 

PC-509 in 1943 

 

 

 

 

The US Navy employed a number of World War 1-vintage, 4-funnel, “flush deck” 

destroyers23 at and from the Canal Zone. 

 

USS Borie (DD-215) 1920 Clemson Class destroyer.  Like several other of the 

Panama-based destroyers, it had been used in the Neutrality 

Patrol (see below) from the outbreak of war 

in Europe in 1939, moving to the inshore 

patrol role with 15th Naval District in 

December 1941, as flagship of Destroyer 

Squadron 33, and then used for anti-

submarine work in the Caribbean.  It 

refitted in Philadelphia in November 1942 and was then 

 
23  After losing 50 “flush-deck” destroyers in the destroyers for bases deal with Britain in 1940, the US Navy 
still had 120 of these World War 1-vintage ships available for operations.  As of 17 October 1941, while 48 had 
been converted to other roles (light minelayers, high-speed minesweepers, seaplane tenders, fast transports), 
72 retained their “DD” designation as destroyers: http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/  

http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/


deployed for general convoy protection, until sunk in 

November 1943 in a battle on the surface with U-405. 

USS Breckinridge (DD-148) One of 111 World War 1 vintage Wickes Class destroyers 

and first commissioned in 1919.  Part of the Neutrality 

Patrol from September 1939 (see below) and to the Canal 

Zone for inshore patrol from December 1940.  From May 

1941 it was based at Key West, Florida. 

 

 

USS Barney (DD-149) Another 1919 Wickes Class destroyer that had been 

decommissioned in 1936, and recommissioned 

in 1939, moving to Panama in October 1940 for 

use in inshore patrol and then escort duty in the 

Caribbean. 

 

 

USS Blakely (DD-150) This 1919-built Wickes Class destroyer had been 

decommissioned in 1922, recommissioned 1932-37 and 

then decommissioned again, until restored in 1939 for use 

in the Neutrality Patrol (see below).  Part of Destroyer 

Squadron 33 in Panama and used on convoy 

duties, it was badly damaged by a torpedo 

from U-156 off Martinique in May 1942.  

After repair, it continued in its escort role in 

the Caribbean and elsewhere until removed 

to New London in the US in March 1945 for 

use in submarine crews training. 

In 1942, after modernisation following torpedo damage  
 
USS Biddle (DD-151) A Wickes Class destroyer from 1919, it had been 

decommissioned in 1922, but recommissioned in October 



1939 and used by the 15th Naval District, as part of 

Destroyer Squadron 33 from November 1940 to May 1941. 

 

USS Barry (DD-248) This was a 1921 vintage Clemson Class destroyer which 

joined Destroyer Squadron 67 in the Canal Zone in October 

1940 and used in escort and anti-submarine work.  It left in 

early 1943 to undertake convoy work in the South Atlantic.  

It was damaged by a kamikaze attack off Okinawa in May 

1945, and so badly damaged that its only subsequent use 

was as a kamikaze decoy.  It was sunk, along with the 

Landing Ship towing it, in June 1945. 

 

USS Goff (DD-247) A 1921 Clemson Class destroyer that was used on the 

Neutrality Patrol from 1939 (see below), moving to the 

Canal Zone for patrol and guard duties in October 1940.  It 

left the Caribbean in June 1943. 

 

USS Tattnall (DD-125) This was a 1919 Wickes Class destroyer that had been 

decommissioned 1922-30.  In 1939, she and the USS J Fred 

Talbott relieved the previous 2 ships as the Special Service 

Squadron at the Canal Zone, until it was disbanded in 

September 1940.  She continued at Panama until carrying 

out her last Caribbean convoy duty in July 1943, and then 

heading to Charleston for conversion into a high-speed 

transport (APD-18). 

 



USS J Fred Talbott (DD-156) Another 1919-vintage Wickes Class destroyer and, with the 

USS Tattnall, formed the Special Service Squadron at 

the Canal Zone in 1939, and until it was disbanded in 

September 1940.  She was based there and used in 

convoy duties until she left for a refit in Boston, being 

converted into a target ship for torpedo bombers in 

New York in September 1944 (as AG-81). 

 

USS J Fred Talbott in 1943 

 

As of October 1941, Destroyer Squadron 33 (DESRON 33), assigned to the 15th Naval District 

in the Canal Zone, consisted of - 

FLAGSHIP — DD-215 Borie. 

Destroyer Division 66 (DESDIV 66)  

DD-148 Breckinridge, DD-149 Barney, DD-150 Blakeley, DD-151 Biddle. 

Destroyer Division 66 (DESDIV 67)  

DD-125 Tattnall, DD-156 J. Fred Talbott, DD-187 Dahlgren, DD-247 Goff, DD-248 

Barry24. 

 

THE NEUTRALITY PATROL 

The day war began in Europe in September 1939, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) 

informed US naval forces that German U-boats25 were ready to begin operations in Atlantic 

shipping lanes, and reports indicated that a dozen German merchant ships were being 

armed as raiders.  The advisory noted that neutral merchantmen, including US-flag ships, 

could expect similar actions by the British and that it was the duty of the US, as a neutral, to 

prevent such activities in our territorial waters and to assure no interference with rights on 

the high seas26. 

 

 
24  http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/  
25  A later Part will examine the U-boat war in the Caribbean and the role of Panama. 
26  https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-
ii/1941/prelude.html  

http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/ussborie/
http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/usstattnall/
http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html


The US established Neutrality Zones that included the whole Gulf of Mexico, the entire 

Caribbean Sea, and extended 200 to 300 miles into the Atlantic from North American and 

South American shores.   

 

 

Concurrently with operations in the Atlantic, lesser-

known neutrality patrols were also carried out in 

the Pacific by naval air patrol assets mainly based at 

Cavite, Philippines, home port of the US Asiatic 

Fleet27. 

 

President Roosevelt also moved to provide 

diplomatic support for the 3 Neutrality Patrol within 

the Western Hemisphere.  On 26 September 1939, 

the foreign ministers of the Latin American republics 

met for a special conference in Panama and the US successfully lobbied for a multilateral 

declaration that would keep the European war away from the Americas, and the resultant 

Declaration of Panama was signed on 2 October.  

 

The Declaration of Panama established a neutral zone constituting an area from 60W 

longitude to 23N latitude, thence to a point 600 miles south of the Cape Verde Islands, and 

finally southwest and parallel to the South American coast.   

 

In the neutral zone thus created, all belligerent warships were to be prohibited from warlike 

operations.  In effect, it brought most of the Latin-American republics in line with US foreign 

policy on hemispheric neutrality28. 

 

The neutrality zone was soon violated by European belligerents, but in July 1940 the 

American republics took concerted action more forceful than the Declaration of Panama.  At 

 
27  https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-
ii/1941/prelude.html  
28  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf  

https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf


a conference in Havana, foreign ministers made the Monroe Doctrine multilateral, agreeing 

that their respective governments would oppose any change in sovereignty of European 

colonies in the Western Hemisphere and would combat Axis attempts to undermine 

American institutions.  

 

On 18 August 1940, the governments of Canada and the US announced the establishment of 

a Permanent Joint Board on Defense, with equal representation from each nation, to co-

ordinate defence measures for North America29. 

 

The US also declared its intention to patrol well beyond the boundaries of western 

Neutrality Zones in order to properly monitor the approach of any belligerent shipping.  

Therefore naval aviation squadrons were also mobilised and repositioned; battleship, 

cruiser, and destroyer screens were established, and plans were made to recommission 

older destroyers for us in the patrols.   

 

Consequently, on 17 May 1940, plans were announced for the recommissioning of 35 

additional flush deck destroyers to meet the requirements of fleet expansion and the 

Neutrality Patrol.  Some of these were to eventually find their way to Panama in 1940. 

 

With the conclusion of the Anglo-American ABC-l Staff Conversations in 194130, Admiral 

Stark, Chief of Naval Operations of the US Navy, ordered the suspension all Neutrality Patrol 

operations on 15 March 194131.  The Atlantic Fleet would "retain in the Caribbean one 

cruiser, one division of old destroyers, one patrol plane squadron with one small tender, 

and the Marine Defense Battalion and one Marine company in Guantanamo", and keep 2 

patrol aircraft squadrons, a division of old destroyers, and a few submarines in the Canal 

Zone. The rest of the ships assigned to the Neutrality Patrol were despatched to 

"mobilization ports”32. 

 
29  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf   
30  The Report of the meeting of January to March 1941 and concluded with a report entitled "ABC-1", which 

was tacitly approved by President Roosevelt, and included a number of general principles of agreement 
including that - America's territorial interest was in the Western Hemisphere; and the security of sea 
communications between the Allied powers was essential. 
31  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf 
32  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf


 

By September 1941, US effective involvement in the war had increased, with British 

eastbound trans-Atlantic convoys being escorted by the US Navy for the first time, soon 

resulting in US destroyers being attacked by U-boats, with USS Reuben James becoming the 

first US warship lost on 31 October33.  The Neutrality Patrols continued through 1941 but 

were rendered irrelevant by Germany's declaration of war on the US on 11 Dec 194134. 

 

THE TWO OCEAN ACT 

The Two-Ocean Navy Act of 1940 (aka the Seventy-Percent Act, the Vinson-Walsh Act or the 

Second Naval Expansion Act35) was one of the largest procurement Bills in the history of the 

US Navy.   

 

It increased by 70% the Navy’s size for combat tonnage at a cost of $4 billion.  It also set into 

motion a strategy that is still relevant into the 21st Century – basing US fleets in both the 

Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. 

 

The Bill was introduced in June 1940 by Representative Carl Vinson, and provided for 200 

combatant and 20 auxiliary ships.  While in his testimony to Congress the Chief of naval 

Operations, Admiral Stark, did not provide numbers, he was expecting this increase would 

furnish his service with an additional 7 battleships, 18 aircraft carriers, 27 cruisers, 115 

destroyers and 43 submarines, and to be able to maintain or purchase up to 15,000 “useful” 

naval aircraft. 

 
33  https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336  
34  https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336  
35  The first had been the Vinson-Trammell Act of 1934 (aka the Naval Expansion Act), which provided the first 

major expansion since World War 1.  This had added 65 destroyers, 30 submarines, 1 aircraft carrier and 

1,184 naval aircraft.  There had also been the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) of the mid-1930s, 

which saw $237 million set aside to construct warships to help improve the economy with increased 

employment.  The Navy responded by contracting to build 20 destroyers, 4 submarines, 4 light 

cruisers and 2 aircraft carriers.  The Naval Expansion Act 1938 added to the inventory with $1 billion 

for a dirigible, 2 light cruisers, 1 aircraft carrier, 1 large and 2 smaller seaplane tenders, minelayers, 

minesweepers, 2 oil tankers, 2 fleet tugs, and an indefinite number of speedy, experimental torpedo 

boats (which became the wartime PT boats).  The Naval Expansion Act of June 1940, aka the Eleven 

Percent Act increased the Navy’s warship fleet by 11%, concentrating mostly on aircraft carriers, 

submarines and cruisers: https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-

escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/  

https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336
https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336
https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/
https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/


 

The increases proposed would allow the US Navy to engage in offensive action against an 

enemy navy in one ocean while carrying out successful defensive operations against an 

opposing navy in another ocean.  It would be the first time that the Navy’s warship numbers 

would rise above the limitations placed on it by the Washington Treaty of 1922 and end 

years of a declining naval fleet36. 

 

The Two Ocean Act authorised – 

• 2 Iowa Class battleships (these were part of the justification for the planned expansion 

of the Canal and the abortive Third Lock project – see Part 4), which would be 

subsequently cancelled) 

• 5 Montana Class battleships 

• 6 Alaska Class cruisers 

• 18 aircraft carriers 

• 27 cruisers 

• 115 destroyers 

• 43 submarines 

• 15,000 aircraft 

• The conversion of 100,000 tons of auxiliary ships 

• $50 million for patrol, escort and other vessels 

• $150 million for essential equipment and facilities 

• $65 million for the manufacture of ordnance material or munitions 

• $35 million for the expansion of facilities 

 
36  https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-

expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/  
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