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PART 6 – THE INTRODUCTION OF RADAR AND THE ROLE(S) OF PAN AMERICAN 

 

THE INTRODUCTION OF RADAR 

 

Early SCR-271 radar installation in Panama1 

 

Pre-war, the US Army, like other armies, used sound 

location devices, including the so-called “Big Ears” 

mobile detector units.  In the Canal Zone, these were 

operated by the Coastal Artillery Corps.  These were 

the first practical means of detecting aircraft at a 

distance and use horns, with larger horns increasing 

the range of detection.  One pair of horns funnelled 

sound into the ears of the azimuth operator; the 

other pair was used by the elevation operator2. 

 

 
1  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  the SCR-271 (Set 
Complete Radio 271) was the fixed installation version of the SCR-270 mobile radar that famously 
detected the Japanese attack force at Pearl Harbor (though the warning was ignored).  The SCR-270 
and 271 were the primary US Army long-range radars used during the war. 
2   The US Signal Corps had been experimenting with some radar concepts as early as the late 1920s, 
although the Army focused primarily on infra-red detection systems (a popular idea at the time).  In 



However, the US Army Signal Corps had been experimenting with some radar concepts as early as 

the late 1920s, although the Army focused primarily on infra-red detection systems (a popular idea 

at the time).  In 1935 work turned to radar again3. 

 

The SCR-270 (Signal Corps Radio, model 270) was one of  the first operational early warning 

radars.  It was the US Army’s primary long-distance radar throughout World War 2, and it 

was a SCR-270 type of set that saw the incoming raid on Pearl Harbor about half an hour 

before the attack commenced4 (although the warning was ignored). 

 

2 versions were produced, the mobile SCR-270, and the fixed SCR-271 which used the same 

electronics but replaced the antenna with a model with somewhat greater resolution.  An 

upgraded version, the SCR-289, was also produced, but saw little use.  All of the SCR-270 

versions were later replaced by newer microwave units after the cavity magnetron was 

introduced.  Westinghouse quickly ramped up production, and 112 SCR-270/271 series had been 

manufactured by the start of the Pacific War in December 1941.5 6 7 

 

The SCR-270 mobile unit had all equipment carried on a total of 4 trucks – an operating truck where 

the radar operators worked, a power truck, a prime mover/trailer carrying the main antenna, and a 

“stake truck” carrying the rest of the antenna assembly.  The SCR-271 included all of the same 

equipment but was fixed in position, construction of which could be completed in our 2 weeks8. 

 

During Summer 1939, with the Signal Corps’ breakthroughs in developing the SCR-268 short-

range and SCR-270 long-range radars, the Army announced that new secret electronic 

 
1935 work turned to radar again: 
https://www.antoineonline.com/Product.aspx?productCode=0009781156651797  
3  https://www.antoineonline.com/Product.aspx?productCode=0009781156651797 
4  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/ 
5  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/  
The set involved was an SCR-270B at Kahuku Point on Oahu. Unfortunately, the sighting report called 
in to Pearl Harbor by the two assigned radarmen was ignored. 
6  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/  
7  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/  
8  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/ 



“detectors” would soon replace sound locater equipment for air defence9.  The Signal Corps 

was ordered to begin researching possible detector sites and information centre locations 

that would be required in the future to defend the Continental US.10 

 

The famous SCR-270 radar 
set at Opana Point, Hawaii, 
that detected the incoming 
Japanese raid on the 
morning of 7 December 
194111 
 

The first-ever example 

of a SCR-271 radar set 

produced by the 

manufacturer, 

Westinghouse was deployed in the Canal Zone in October 1940 at Fort Sherman, at the 

Atlantic end of the Canal.  In initial tests it detected aircraft at 117 miles range12.   This was a 

non-portable version, the SCR-271A, serial number 113. 

 

As mentioned, all of the SCR-270 versions were later replaced by newer microwave units after the 

cavity magnetron was introduced.  The only early warning system employing the latter device to see 

action during the war was the AN/CPS-114 from General Electric, which was available in late 1944, in 

time for D-Day.  However, the more advanced sets like the AN/CPS-1 never replaced the SCR-270 

family in active service during the war, and they even served on into the postwar period, with half a  

 
9  Radar Contact! The Beginnings of Army Air Forces Radar and Fighter Control by Randall DeGering 
(Air University Press), 2018 
10  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf   
11  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/ 
12  The Signal Corps had been urged to enlarge its radar development programme to include 
development of a long-range set which could provide early warning for air defence forces. By 1939, a 
prototype of SCR-270, a mobile set with a range of over 120 miles, and its fixed-installation 
companion, SCR-27 I, were ready for tests. However, not until 1940 were operational models 
available for use, with the first example being installed that year for defence of the Panama Canal: 
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf 
13  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/ 
14  The designation stood for “Army/Navy, Air Transportable, Radar (pulsed), Search - Type 1”. 



dozen being used during the initial stages of the Korean War until more advanced radars could be 

deployed15. 

 

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

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

ordered to prepare for deployment to the Canal Zone.  Consisting of 93 men pulled from 

numerous Signal Corps units, this company was the first-of-its-kind, and it began emergency 

training at Fort Monmouth in the US.  Using a fixed SCR-271 research radar set, the unit 

practised “the strange and uncertain business of electronic detection” .   

 

It was not certain that the new unit it would have its own radar set by the time it arrived in 

Panama later that year16.  Having completed its brief training at Fort Monmouth, the unit 

left for the Canal Zone in May 1940.   Its mission had such high priority they actually took 

the research SCR-271 set to use17.   

 

A second set was installed on the island of Taboga at the Pacific end of the Canal in 

December 1940.  At the time of Pearl Harbor in 1941, there were only the 2 radar sets in use 

– one at each end of the Canal, with visual sighting and sound detection also in use.   

 

As with the gun defences, the number, types and uses of radar improved throughout the 

war.   

 
15  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/  
16  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf   
17  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf 
In March 1940, only one SCR-270 existed (still at Fort Hancock in Panama and completing final Army 
service testing), plus one fixed SCR-271 (in fact, the first research example, such was the urgency of 
the deployment) were available. 



18 

The Signal Company, 

Aircraft Warning, 

Panama role was to 

guard the Canal’s 

Caribbean approaches 

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

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

 

Both types of radar had a crew of 7 and, for 24-hour operations, a total of around 50 men 

would be required to operate the radar and communication radio and camp19. 

 

By the end of 1941 — only 2 years after the War Department created its trial Signal 

Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama, radar unit — efforts were underway for the new US 

Army Air Force (USAAF)20 to build and deploy numerous air defence units around the globe; 

to allow for controlled interception which had been one of the notable successes of the 

Battle of Britain.21   

 

At the same time as the War Department was organising its Continental US air defence 

efforts, plans were also being made to unite the Panama Canal Department, the Puerto Rico 

Department, and several British islands under the new, single Caribbean Defense Command 

(CDC).   

 

Early in March 1942, Secretary of War Stimson and Robert Watson-Watt, the British radar 

expert, both examined Panama defences and reported the existence of disturbing 

 
18  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-
alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html 
19  US Radar Operational Characteristics of Radar Classified by Tactical Application FTP 217 (US Navy, 
1 August 1943):  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-
alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html 
20  Having been renamed from US Army Air Corps 
21  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf   



weaknesses. The Canal, in the opinion of the British observer, fully justified the concern 

being shown for its safety22.    

 

The Secretary of War sent a report to President Roosevelt in March 1942 saying inter alia – 

“The airplane warning service. A number of both fixed and mobile detectors (called 

by the Navy RADAR) are now in operation at various points on the coast including 

Salinas. Their principal mission is to detect the approach of a hostile plane. At present 

this mission, is being carried out ineffectively, partly on account of great 

geographical difficulties (causing confusing echoes) and partly because these 

American detectors are not effective in catching the approach of a low flying plane. 

A few weeks ago I sent a British expert, Mr. Watson Watt together with some 

Canadian assistants to Panama to examine this service and also to locate the proper 

places for some Canadian CHL detectors which I had the promise of from the 

Canadian government. These CHL detectors are effective on low flying as well as high 

flying planes. These CHL's are now on the way to Panama and sites have already 

been selected and they will all probably be in operation before the end of April. These 

foreign experts have also given us useful assistance in relocating and improving our 

original American instruments. 

           Note: One of the mistakes of our original location was  

          in placing the detector on too high a base, it having  

          been discovered that such a height produced confusing 

          echoes which prevented proper detection, when still higher  

          mountains lay behind the site. 

 By these various steps the air warning service can be expected to be very 

considerably improved in detecting the approach of low flying hostile planes. Our 

force of interceptor planes must be enlarged”.23 

 

 
22  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
23  http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/PSF/BOX6/t71q06.html  



By March 1942, there were still only 8 early warning radar stations in operation in Panama, 

although with 6 more under construction.  As previously mentioned, there were concern 

that equipment in use at these stations was inadequate for early warning and "quite 

useless" for purposes of controlled interception.  Sites had been selected for 4 British-type 

radars, with the sets to be supplied from Canadian production, but improvement in 

equipment could not overcome deficiencies of operating personnel.  The combination of 

inadequate equipment, poor site selection, and untrained operators was said to have 

produced such inefficiency that even the best station in Panama was "far below any 

acceptable standard of operational utility".  Fortunately, when the enemy struck, the blow 

fell on the Aleutians and not in Panama.24  

 

Patrol aircraft, operating at about a 

900-mile radius, were depended 

upon for the initial warning of an 

enemy's approach, while long-range 

radar (the SCR-271 and SCR-270) was relied upon for the detection of enemy aircraft at 

distances up to about 150 miles.  Still closer-in, the fixed anti-aircraft defences relied upon 

short-range, height-finding radar (SCR-268) for searchlight and fire control.25   

 

Radar sets were also deployed to the Galapagos Islands and Salinas in Ecuador.  There was a 

continued shortage, not so much of equipment, as well as of trained operators and 

maintenance crews, which hampered the build-up of anti-aircraft defences  

 

in Panama; and in spite of more and better equipment and more expert, scientific placing of 

the sets there still remained a blind spot at low altitudes over the Bay of Panama.  This blind 

spot was not corrected until the end of 1942.  Furthermore, the special equipment required 

 
24  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
From June 1941 to May 1943 the Japanese occupied 2 islands in the Aleutians, part of the Territory 
of Alaska, in the far north of the Pacific.  They and Guam were the only US territory invaded during 
the war. 
25  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431  



for ground-controlled interception (GCI) had been slow to arrive, with the first 2 sets not 

installed until September and not begin operating until the following month26. 

 

All of the SCR-270 versions would be 

later replaced in US Army service by 

newer microwave units after the 

cavity magnetron was introduced.    

  

AN/CPS-1, aka Microwave Early Warning 
(MEW) radar operated in the S-band.  It 

resolved 2 serious problems with earlier 
radars – their poor angular resolution of 

targets and blindness to low-flying targets27. 

 

 
 

 
AN/CPS-1 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
26  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431  
27  https://www.radartutorial.eu/19.kartei/11.ancient2/karte005.en.html 



 
 

 
 

 
SCR-270 mobile radar  ((Reproduced from photo by 1st Lt Harold Zahl)28 

 

 
28  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf   



A conceited, reckless society playboy, Harley Ames, arrives at 
Ginger Bar, a former banana-shipping depot on the edge of 

the Panama Canal, that has been converted to a training-and-
relay station for U. S. Army bombers being flown back-and-
forth to Africa for further training of the pilots. Although he is 
a capable pilot, Ames immediately incurs the enmity of the 

training-officer, "Hardtack" Hamilton, because he is reckless 
and also because he is making a play for Susan Merril, the 
field-commander's daughter with whom "Tack" is in love. 
Because of a broken date by Susan, Ames gets drunk and, the 

next day, crashes his ship on combat training killing another 
pilot in the process. Now, he must redeem himself. Maybe he'd 
get a chance if "Tack" and another pilot would have a crash in 

the jungle.29 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

  
WW2 Military Police mascot dog, First Sergeant Sonny in 
Canal Zone30 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PAN AMERICAN AIRWAYS 

 

 
29  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0034572/plotsummary?ref_=tt_ov_pl  
30https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/531635931003492944/?amp_client_id=CLIENT_ID(_)&mweb_unaut
h_id=%7B%7Bdefault.session%7D%7D&amp_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.ch%2Famp%2Fpi
n%2F531635931003492944%2F&from_amp_pin_page=true  



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

Latin America involved 3 major objectives31 – 

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

and their replacement by US or locally controlled companies;  

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

projection of US military airpower into strategic areas; and  

• other preparations that would permit air operations32 to begin at once in the event 

of an actual or imminently threatened hostile air attack33. 

 

In 1929, Pan American and the WR Grace and Company shipping 
line announced the formation of Pan American Grace Airways Inc 
to further Pan American’s expansion in South America  

 

The main tool for the achievement of these objectives 

was Pan American Airways34 (including its Panagra 

subsidiary35), which had a dominant role in Latin 

American aviation by 1938, largely without any official 

backing from the US Government – except that 

provided by means of substantial mail subsidies.   

 
31  US Army in World War II, The Western Hemisphere: The Framework of Hemisphere Defense by 
Stetson Conn and Byron Fairchild (Center of Military History, US Army), 1989: 
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/index.htm 
32  It was not the airlines’ aircraft that were seen as the real threat, instead it was felt that it was 
“obvious that the ground facilities, the radio and photographic equipment, and the personnel of 
those lines would have been of utmost value to an invading army…offered a means whereby Axis 
agents could enter South America, lightweight strategic raw materials could be smuggled out, and,  
most importantly, observation of American and British merchant shipping and land or maritime 
military movements could occur undetected”: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
33  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
34  The Pan American Airways Corporation, originally known as Aviation Corporation of the Americas, 
was formed in 1928 for the primary purpose of obtaining the necessary capital to enable an airline 
bid for various foreign airmail contracts to Latin America from the US Postmaster General under the 
Foreign Air Mail Act 1928.  These included Foreign Air Mail Route (FAM) No 5 for service between 
Miami and the Canal Zone (the airline having determined that if it received such a contract then it 
could ask for extension services beyond the Canal Zone to and along the western coast of South 
America).  See: Flying the Andes: The Story of Pan American Grace Airways and Commercial Aviation 
in South America 1926-67, William A. Krusen, Stephen Morrill, Harold R. Harris (University of Tampa 
Press), 1997. 
35  Formed in 1929, to compete with German-owned SCADTA of Colombia, Panagra's network 
stretched from Panama and the Canal Zone to Santiago in Chile and Buenos Aires in Argentina.  In 



 

By 1940, slightly 

more than half of 

Pan American’s 

route mileage was 

accounted for by 

Latin American 

operations, and 

during the 1930s 

the company 

gradually absorbed 

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

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

Caribbean.   

 

1939 image of a Panagra Sikorsky S.43 Baby Clipper at Albrook Field. The S-43 was an amphibian 

manufactured in US during the 1930s by Sikorsky Aircraft, first flew in 1935, and was a smaller version of the 

Sikorsky S.42 Clipper.  It accommodated between 18 and 25 passengers, with a 2-man cockpit.  The S.43 was 
used primarily by Pan American World Airways for flights to Cuba and within Latin America 36. 

In an effort to foster regular commercial aviation service to and from the Canal Zone, a new 

position was created in 1929 for an advisor to the Governor and a USAAC Lieutenant was 

the first to hold the position.   

 

Pan American Airways Inc commenced regular air mail service to and from the Canal Zone in 

February 1929.  The next year, it began to provide passenger service between Panama, the 

US, and various points in Mexico, Central America, and the east coast of South America.  Pan 

America-Grace Airways Inc (Panagra) also began service to a number of cities along South 

America’s west coast.  At this time, all commercial airmail, passenger, and cargo services 

into the Canal Zone Army airfields and Panama Canal Department harbours. France Field (a 

 
the 1940s and 1950s, it was to have a virtual monopoly in parts of Colombia and elsewhere in South 
America.   
36  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof639.htm  



specially constructed airfield on the Atlantic end of the Canal Zone near Manzanillo Bay)  

served as Pan Am’s primary flying field until 1936, when commercial service moved to the 

recently opened Albrook Field (the second permanent Army airfield, which opened in 1932, 

construction having been authorised in 1928 and with actual work beginning in 1930), 

where a more serviceable runway was available37. 

 

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

be subsidised by the German and Italian governments38, setting the stage for competition 

that, whilst ostensibly commercial, was in fact, to some extent, a proxy struggle between 

the US and Axis states39. 

 

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

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

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

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

official policy40. 

 

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

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

foreign-controlled local airlines.  While this particular plan did not progress, it remains as an 

illustration of the moves contemplated or undertaken41. 

 

 
37  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
38  For more information see https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
39  “The United States, through the use of Pan American Airways, would attempt to fortify the 
Western Hemisphere, block German expansion into South and Central America, and build a chain of 
Latin American air bases that would form the building blocks for an offensive and defensive s trategy 
during World War 2”: War Plan Juan: The Strategy of Juan Trippe and Pan Am in Latin America and 
Africa Before and During World War II a thesis by Matthew F Brady (School of Advanced Air and 
Space Studies, Air University, Maxwell AFB), June 2012: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
40  The commercial benefits to the airline are obvious – in 1945, it controlled 50% of all US air traffic 
in South America and 98% in the Caribbean: 
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
41  Ibid. 



As which will be explained in a later Part (on the machinations of Germany in Latin America 

before and during the war) , Pan American had gained an interest in the German-controlled 

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

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

acknowledged its ownership and began purging German personnel from November 1939 

and, by June 1940, it had (with the collaboration of the US State Department and the 

authorities in Colombia42) been able to remove most of the German influence and a new 

company called AVIANCA was set up, owned jointly by Pan American and the Colombian 

government43.  The German pilots and other staff set up a new airline called ARCO, which 

was itself bought out by AVIANCA in 1941, and the War Department and State Department 

had agreed to repay Pan American for its costs in “de-Germanising” the airlines in 

Colombia44. 

 

In Ecuador, a different method of replacing German influence was employed.  A German-

owned local airline called SEDTA45 owned only 2 obsolete aircraft, but nevertheless provided 

indispensable services to the struggling Ecuadorian economy.  After SEDTA announced plans 

for a service to the Galapagos Islands (as described in a later Part, a focus of US security 

concerns in connection with the Canal), the US Government provided funds to Pan 

American Grace Airways (Panagra)46 to enable it to set up a rival airline, which began 

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

 
42   On the night of 8 June 1940, the main airfields were taken over by Colombian troops assisted by 
the crews of Pan American.  All German personnel were arrested: http://clipper-
connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html  
43  On 14 June 1940, Aerovías Nacionales de Colombia SA (which became AVIANCA) was constituted; 
the company resulting from the integration of SCADTA and Servicio Aéreo Colombiano – SACO. 
44  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
45  Owned by Deutsche Lufthansa through an Ecuadorian company.  It made a practice of flying 
Ecuadorian government officials at reduced rates, sometimes free of charge: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
46  In 1929, Pan American and the WR Grace and Company shipping line had announced the 
formation of Pan American Grace Airways Inc to further Pan American’s expansion in South America.  
Panama was the northern border of the Panagra route system until Braniff International entering 
the Latin American market, when it began flying to Miami and New York in the 1950s.  Panagra was 
eventually acquired by Braniff in 1966.  It had provided air transport for passengers, mail and cargo 
along 4,251 miles of routes through Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile and Argentina – 
Pan American Airways: La historia de la que fuera la aerolínea más grande del mundo  (2007): 
https://www.oocities.org/paa_clippers/hpanagra.htm  



However, SEDTA managed to maintain a reduced service until its aircraft and property was 

requisitioned by the Ecuador government in September 194147. 

 

In Panama itself, in Autumn 1940, a British-owned airline based in El Salvador called TACA48 

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

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

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

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

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

Aeronautics Board (CAB) in the US49. 

 

In 1939, a passenger traveling from the US to Buenos Aires could board a Pan American 

Sikorsky S.42 flying boat at Miami and fly to Colon, stay overnight and then board a Panagra 

DC.2 or DC.3 and fly to Buenos Aires with 3 overnight stops en route.  This routing was a full 

day faster than the Pan American service operated via the coast of Brazil.  The one-way fare 

from Miami to Buenos Aires was $550. 

 

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

Department, the owner of TACA being regarded as strongly pro-US and most of its 

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

throughout 5 Central American states, many of them equipped with radio facilities, and it 

was felt by the military that TACA could render invaluable assistance in a surveillance role, 

and in assisting Army air operations in the region.  The general, the State Department and 

War Department all supported the TACA application for access to the Canal Zone, as soon as 

it could be “Americanised” (i.e. acquired by AEA).  Pan American continued to oppose the 

 
47  Ibid. 
48  Transportes Aereos del Continente Americano, founded in El Salvador by a New Zealander, Lowell 
Yerex, in 1931. By 1934 it had expanded into Central America, operating in El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama and flying a fleet of 14 aircraft: 
https://www.aviancacargo.com/eng/com/history.aspx 
49  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm   
Established in 1938, the primary role of CAB was to regulate scheduled commercial 
airline operations in the US.  



application50, but in December 1941, CAB51 approved access to the Canal Zone by TACA, but 

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

and cooperate with the US Army throughout the war52. 

 

Another role of Pan American and Panagra was the programme to construct or improve 

airfields across Latin America, from Mexico to Uruguay, both for their own purposes and for 

the purposes of US policy generally53.  President Roosevelt entrusted to the Pan American 

companies the task of expanding its existing commercial airfields in Latin America and of 

building a string of new airports, ostensibly designed for civilian air transport, but actually to 

provide a chain of military bases for the US54.  General George Marshall said of this Airport 

Development Program that “the immediate conclusion of the PAA contract is now more essential to 

our national defense than any other matter”55. 

 

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

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

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

with the submarine threat in the Caribbean, providing a vital air link56.   

 

Pan American (including Panagra) was already expanding and improving its operations in 

South America and by the Summer of 1940, it already owned 216 airports and 55% of the 

routes in Latin America57.  In other words, when the US Government requested Pan 

American undertake the construction of new airports and the expansion of existing ones, “it 

was only asking the company to do what it had already been doing on a much smaller scale 

and in a less hurried manner”58. 

 
50  And had already managed to supplant the airline in Guatemala: 
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
51  Established in 1938, its primary role was to regulate scheduled commercial airline operations in 
the US.  
52  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
53  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
54  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
55  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
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After Pearl Harbor, the amount of express air cargo 

carried by Pan American is said to have increased 

substantially, due to the reduction in sailings and 

heavy war risk insurance involved in sea services to 

the West Indies and Central and South America.  

Shippers were also said to feel that they were more 

certain that their merchandise would reach its 

destination if sent by air.  Such cargo carried by Pan American in Latin America grew 

tremendously during this time, showing an increase over 1940 figures of more than 25%.  In 

August 1942, Panagra started the first scheduled commercial all-express service by an 

international air carrier certified by the CAB.  Services were commenced on Panagra's route 

from Balboa to Lima, Peru and, in 2½ months, Panagra transported nearly 80,000 lb of cargo 

by means of this new service59.  

 

During the war, Pan American continued to act as if an arm of the US state, or of its armed 

forces.  As well as undertaking vital and hazardous missions – such as over the “Hump” from 

India to China and flying boat services across the Atlantic, it was involved in other activities.  

For example, in a secret mission, the airline carried tons of Central African uranium ore to 

the US, and approximately 75% of the uranium in the atomic bomb project was brought in 

from Africa by means of such operations60. 

 

 
59  https://www.panam.org/pan-am-stories/429-background-notes-on-pan-am-cargo  
60  https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/ 
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/12/20/horgan-pan-am-had-a-secret-role-in-the-manhattan-
project/  



 

The American Pan American Airways routes in the 1940s61 

 

In Panama in the 1940s, as war was breaking out, of the 4 airlines that at the time operated 

in the country, 3 belonged to Pan American.  Pan American had offices in the Century Club 

Building, at 5th Street in Panama City, as well as branches at Albrook Field, and in the Canal 

Zone, including in Cristóbal.  Panagra, in addition to sharing Pan American's offices in 

Panama City and Albrook Field, also had an office at Balboa Terminal in the Canal Zone. 

 

Panama was the northern limit established for Panagra's services.  Pan American's other 

subsidiary operating in the country was Colombia's Uraba Medellin & Central Airways, which 

operated services between Balboa and Medellin, Colombia. 

 
61  http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html  



 

As for Pan American itself, it operated a daily route between Miami and Balboa via Kingston, 

Jamaica and another between Balboa and New Orleans, twice a week via Mexico.   

 

In addition, in the daily 

service between 

Brownsville and Port of 

Spain, Trinidad, a 

stopover was made in 

Balboa.   

 

Women in period dress 

greet women arriving on 

a Pan Am flight 

 

Both Pan American and Panagra were the only airlines authorised to operate at Albrook 

Field, being an Army airfield62. 

. 

Albrook Field, Panama 

Canal Zone - 1940 

 

 
62  http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html  


