
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 8 – SNAPSHOT SUMMARIES OF AIRCRAFT UNITS INCLUDING THE BRAZILIANS 

 

SIXTH AIR FORCE 

By 1940, a rapid increase in the number of flying squadrons in both the Canal Zone as well 

as in the rest of Panama as a result of the pre–World War 2 mobilisation of the USAAC 

warranted a new organisation, and the Panama Canal Air Force was created as a major 

command.  After several organisational changes and the establishment of the USAAF in 

1942, the 6th Air Force became the controlling Air Force command authority for USAAF 

activities in the Caribbean, as well as in Central and South America.  

 

Through all these redesignations it remained part of 

the Caribbean Defense Command, (10 February 1941 – 1 

November 1947), which was the senior US Army headquarters in 

the Canal Zone. The Caribbean Interceptor Command, was the 

USAAF component (10 February 1941 – 17 October 1941) of the 

CDC until being inactivated and replaced by VI Interceptor 

Command.1 

 

 
1  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Air_Forces_Southern_Command  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Air_Forces_Southern_Command


 

 

 

6th Air Force Commands – 

• VI Bomber Command, 25 October 1941 – 1 November 1946 

• VI Interceptor Command, 17 October 1941 

Redesignated as VI Fighter Command, May 1942 – October 1943 

• XXVI Fighter Command, 6 March 1942 – 25 August 1946 

• XXXVi Fighter Command, 21 August 1942 – 30 April 1943 

• VI Air Force Service Command, Undetermined (included Panama Air Depot) 

• Antilles Air Command, 11 July 1941 – 22 January 1949 

Wings 

• 6th Fighter Wing, 25 August 1946 – 28 July 1948 

• 13th Composite Wing, 1 November 1940 – 25 October 1941 

• 19th Composite Wing, 25 January 1933 

Redesignated: 19 Wing on 14 July 1937 

Redesignated: 19 Bombardment Wing on 19 October 1940 – 25 October 1941 

Groups 

• 25th Bombardment Wing, 1 November 1940 – 25 October 1941 

• 32nd Pursuit Group, 1 January 1941 – 18 September 1942 

• 36th Pursuit Group, 3 June – 25 October 1941 

• 37th Pursuit Group, 19 November 1940 – 18 September 1942 

• 53rd Fighter Group, 1 January – 6 March 1942 



Squadrons 

• 4th Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron, 25 August 1946 – 1 February 1948 

• 20th Transport Squadron, 15 December 1940 – 20 September 1948 

Attached to 314th Troop Carrier Group (later 314th Troop Carrier Group, Heavy, and 

314th Troop Carrier Group, Medium) c. November 1946-16 June 1948 

Stations 

 Permanent 

• Albrook Air Force Station, Canal Zone, 1932–1976 

• France Air Force Station, Canal Zone, 1917–1949 

• Howard Air Force Station, Canal Zone, 1939–1976 

• Rio Hato Army Air Base, Panama, 1931–1948 

• Borinquen Air Force Base, Puerto Rico, 1936–1971 

Later Ramey Air Force Base 

(Assigned to SAC, 26 May 1949 

 Wartime/Lend-Lease (only those in Panama) 

• Aguadulce Army Airfield, Panama, 1941–1945 

• Anton Army Airfield, Panama, 1943 

• Calzada Large Army Airfield, Panama, 1942–1944 

• Chame Army Airfield, Panama, 1942–1945 

• David Army Airfield, Panama, 1941–1945 

• La Chorrera Army Airfield, Panama, 1941–1944 

• Madden Army Airfield, Panama, 1944 

• Patilla Point Army Airfield, Panama, 1944 

• Pocri Army Airfield, Panama, 1944 
 



 

 

VI BOMBER COMMAND 

VI Bomber Command (comprising up to 4 bomber groups) was formed in 1941 at Albrook 

Field, as part of the 6th Air Force and was used on anti-submarine patrols until deactivated in 

November 19462.   

 

At the time of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the total personnel complement of the VI 

Bomber Command was 1,183 officers and enlisted men, and its assigned aircraft included 25 

B-18 Bolo, 2 B-17 Flying Fortress, and 1 other aircraft3.  By November 1942, VI Bomber 

Command had 8 heavy bomber squadrons on its strength – but only 3 based in Panama 

itself4. 

 

When the War Department reduced the Caribbean Defense Command to the status of 

Category "B" in April 1943 (i.e. it was considered a coastal frontier that "may be subject to 

minor attacks"), and the danger to the Canal at last was considered reduced sufficiently to 

permit the withdrawal of some of the air strength, and the 40th Bombardment Group 

 
2  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
3  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
4  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory


(Heavy), consisting then of 4 heavy bomber squadrons was returned to the US early in June 

1943.  The 40th Group was soon to become one of the first B-29 groups, and participate as a 

designated unit in combat operations in the China-Burma-India and Western Pacific 

Theatres in 1944 and 19455. 

 

The 3rd, 29th, 74th, and 397th Bombardment Squadrons, assigned to the VI Bomber 

Command's 6th, 9th, 25th, and 40th Bombardment Groups, continued to operate as a 

provisional bombardment group well into 1946, conducting combined exercises under 

simulated combat conditions, mostly simulated aerial attacks upon the Panama Canal and 

friendly naval vessels. 

 

The Rio Hato squadrons were inactivated on 1 November 1946, and thus ended the final 

chapter in the story of bombardment aviation in defence of the Panama Canal during World 

War 26.  

 

 

 

XXVI FIGHTER COMMAND 

XXVI Fighter Command was activated in the Canal Zone in March 1942 as XXVI Interceptor 

Command, part of the 6th Air Force, changing its title in May 1942.  It was deactivated in 

August 1946.  Based at Albrook Field, it comprised 4 fighter groups7. 

 

6TH FIGHTER WING 

The 6th Fighter Wing was constituted as the 6th Pursuit Wing in October 1940, and was 

activated in December and then deactivated on 7 December 1941.  Redesignated as the 6th 

Fighter Wing and reactivated in June 1942, it had no combat groups assigned to it, and was 

transferred to the 8th Air Force in the UK in August 19428. 

 
5  https://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#epilogue  
6  Ibid. 
7  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
8  It was reconstituted in August 1946 in the Canal Zone, but deactivated in 1948 before being 
reassigned to the US in the 1950s as a Strategic Air Command unit: 
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 

https://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#epilogue
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf


 

12TH BOMBARDMENT WING 

12th Bombardment Wing was activated in the Canal Zone in November 1940, deactivated in 

March 1942 before being reactivated in the US in September. 

 

37th PURSUIT GROUP 

When activated on 22 December 1939, the 37th Pursuit Group was assigned 25 P-26A 

Peashooters, 2 BC-1 Texan9 and 2 A-17.  It was one of the first Caribbean Air Force units to 

be placed on "Readiness" alert between 23 February and 1 March 1941 - 05:00–18:00 daily. 

 

In May 1941, it received a single OA-8 Sikorsky Baby Clipper twin-engine amphibian, plus 

about 35 P-40B and P-40C Warhawk fighters, allowing it to dispose of the obsolete P-26A to 

the 32nd Pursuit Group (see below).  It also disposed of the OA-8 to the airfield support 

squadron at France Field.  Also subsequently receiving some new P-40E Warhawks, the unit 

achieved operational readiness by the end of Summer 1941. 

 

In May 1942, the unit was assigned to the defence of the Panama Region (i.e. the city and 

province of Panama in the centre of the country and neighbouring the Canal and Canal 

Zone) being based at Albrook Field.  Some aircraft were detached to La Chorrera Field on 

the other side of the Canal, and in May 5 aircraft were detached to Trinidad until June 1942.  

Also in June 1942, the unit was renamed the 37th Fighter Group.  

 

In October 1942, the unit moved to Howard Field, with detachments left at Albrook Field 

and sent to Aguadulce Field until 31 October, when the Group was disbanded – the air 

threat to the Canal Zone being considered to have diminished10 11. 

 

30th PURSUIT GROUP 

 
9  Known to the RAF as the Havard. 
10  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/37th_Operations_Group  
11  It was to be reconstituted in 1953, in New Mexico, as the 37th Fighter-Bomber Wing, but neither 
manned nor equipped, and shortly after deactivated once more. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/37th_Operations_Group


The 30th Pursuit Squadron was activated on 1 February 1940 at Albrook Field, as part of the 

build-up of the Canal Zone defences.   

 

It was initially equipped with the obsolete P-26A Peashooter, and its mission was the air 

defence of the Canal.  It briefly moved to Rio Hato in October, returning to Albrook in 

November.  As Albrook became more and more crowded with new units, the squadron was 

transferred to La Chorrera later in November 1941 where it was re-equipped with the more 

modern P-40 Warhawk, sharing the base with the 31st Pursuit Squadron. 

 

In common with other “pursuit” squadrons, it was redesignated as the 30th Fighter 

Squadron in May 1942, briefly returning to Albrook but being back in Chorrera on 1 June 

1942, remaining there until January 1943, when it transferred to Anton Army Airfield - but 

all squadron personnel were reassigned to the 53rd Fighter Squadron at France Field. 

 

With new personnel, the 30th fighter Squadron moved to Aquadulce Field in February 1943 

and reclassified as an operational training unit (OTU) with its mission to prepare new fighter 

pilots for duty in the tropical conditions of the Canal Zone.  In effect, it had had switched 

places with the 53rd Fighter Squadron, and inherited 28 aircraft, being mixed models of the 

P-40, most of which had seen hard service in Puerto Rico and the Antilles Air Command. It 

also had small detachments at Albrook Field and Corozal in the Canal Zone and, by October, 

another detachment was also maintained at Howard Field. 

 

When the parent 37th Fighter Group was dissolved, the 30th Fighter Squadron was assigned 

directly to the XXVI Fighter Command from 1 November 1943 and, although still classified as 

an OTU, the squadron did mount some air defence patrols.  It was also selected to train the 

cadre of the 1st Brazilian Fighter Squadron (see below), still being technically assigned to 

Canal Zone defence though with mainly Brazilian pilots. 

 

In January 1945, the 30th Fighter Squadron surrendered its tired P-40 Warhawks to the 

Panama Air Depot and was reequipped with new P-39Q Airacobra.  In addition, the "official" 

unit insignia (a black knight in armour, lance in hand, seated on a plunging horse in a white 

circle background) had finally been approved (officially, it seems on 26 June 1945, although 



it is known to have been painted on some aircraft much earlier).  But, by June 1945, it had 

been completely reequipped with twin-engine P-38L Lightnings, which were at the time 

flooding into the country. 

 

 P-38 Lightning in Panama12 

 

However, no sooner had the conversion to the 

P-38 been completed than the unit was moved 

to Howard Field, where the entire 

complement of P-38 were hangered and the 

unit activities ran down with the end of the 

war in Europe.  The squadron ceased all flying 

activities in June, and the P-38 remained stored in a hangar at Howard.  By October 1945, 

the squadron was reduced to a non-operational administrative organisation and officially 

deactivated on 15 October 194613. 

 

  

 
12  https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/new-acquisition-second-world-war-scrapbookphotograph-
album  
13  The squadron was reactivated by TAC as the 30th Fighter-Bomber Squadron at Clovis AFB, New 
Mexico in 1953 and intended to receive the F-86F Sabre. However, it was neither manned or 
equipped due to personnel and equipment shortages and was inactivated on just over 2 months 
later. 

https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/new-acquisition-second-world-war-scrapbookphotograph-album
https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/new-acquisition-second-world-war-scrapbookphotograph-album


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

permitted to operate land-based combat aircraft.  However, 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. 

 

US NAVY PATROL SQUADRON VP-5 (OR VP-33 OR VP-32) 

One of the units based at Coco Solo AT THE Caribbean entrance to the Canal in 1939 was US 

Navy patrol squadron VP-33 (originally designated VP-5), a PBY unit whose unit insignia was 

“Wings over Panama”14.  In early 1938, VP-5 had trained on the PBY-3 Catalina in San Diego 

before deploying to Coco Solo in a mass flight.   

 

President Roosevelt announced a "limited national emergency" on 8 September 1939 and 

the subsequent "neutrality patrols" found the squadron alternating its operational bases 

between Guantanamo Bay in Cuba, San Juan in Puerto Rico and NAS Coco Solo15.   

 

It continued both its patrols and training, including the introduction of "submarine 

bombing" tactics in 1941.  It was then redesignated again to become VP-32.   

 

Following Pearl 

Harbor, patrols 

quickly became 

extended over the 

oceans on both sides 

of the Canal and it 

reported to the 

Army's 6th Bomber 

 
14  The so-called "Wings over Panama" Squadron insignia used by VP-5 displays the western half of 
the globe, with silhouettes of North, Central and South America in black against a light blue circular 
field.  Across Central America is superimposed a pair of Naval Aviator's wings.  The design is enclosed 
in a black circle which, in turn, is enclosed in a bright red compass rose.  It derives from the 
squadron’s origins, being formed at Coco Solo in September 1931 as VP-5S, though it is believed to 
have originated with one of the earlier VP-5 squadrons14. 
15  Aka NAS Upham.  The NAS stood for “Naval Air Station”. 



Command as its long-range reconnaissance arm.  The increased wartime demands for 

patrols resulted in its reinforcement with detachments from other squadrons, VP-52 and 

VP-81, which had the newer PBY-5 version of the Catalina, and gave NAS Upham (as the 

Coco Solo base was also known) a total of 28 operational PBY.  However, in August 1942, 

VP-32 relocated to Guantanamo Bay16. 

 

US NAVY PATROL SQUADRON VP-207 

US Navy patrol squadron VP-207 with 12 Martin PBM Mariner flying boats had relocated to 

Colon from Guantanamo Bay, Cuba in June 194317.  In 1943, it flew patrols between Salinas 

in Ecuador (a coastal town on the western tip of Ecuador's Santa Elena province, now best 

known for its popular beaches) and Nicaragua, via the Galapagos Islands. Patrols were 

required to identify all of the ships that they saw. 

 

The PBM Mariner flying boats could be anchored in the bay at Salinas, and at night a duty 

crew was kept aboard in case of a storm.   

 

 Salinas in 1945 

 

Salinas is located on a bay 

about half-way down the 

Pacific cost of Ecuador.  For 

the US Navy personnel 

using the base, the town of 

Salinas consisted of a few 

shops, a barber shop, and a 

small hotel. There was an 

airport on the army base, with an officers’ club where you could buy drinks.   

 

US Navy patrol flights went from Salinas out to the Galapagos Islands and from the 

Galapagos to Corinto in Nicaragua.  The aircrew would stay overnight at the Galapagos and 

 
16  http://www.vpnavy.org/vp5f_history.html  
17  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-2-vp-207/  

http://www.vpnavy.org/vp5f_history.html
https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-2-vp-207/


at Corinto. The distance out to the Galapagos was about 600 miles, and the distance from 

Galapagos to Corinto was about 800 miles.18 

 

US Navy Martin PBM Mariner 

In November 1943, VP-207 transferred to Coco Solo and began flying convoy patrols over 

the Caribbean – mainly at night, being replaced on the Pacific patrols by Consolidated PB2Y 

Coronado flying boats. 

 

However, in May 1944, VP-207 left Panama for Key West in Florida and thence to Bermuda, 

its next base.19 

 

VI BOMBER COMMAND’S ROLES 

The major tactical role of the VI Bomber Command's bomber squadrons, from the beginning 

of hostilities in December 1941 until late 1943 - when the Navy took over the patrol 

missions - was flying aerial reconnaissance of assigned sectors of the Pacific and Atlantic 

approaches to the Canal to protect against possible enemy attack.  

 

After being relieved from these patrolling operations in 1943, it was to be held in reserve as 

a striking force, the tactical units reverted to a 100% training schedule. The squadrons 

continued the training activities, except for several periods when it became necessary to 

relieve the Navy in flying patrols when the Navy's patrol bombers were ordered to the 

Caribbean to perform anti-submarine operations.20 

 

 
18  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-3-patrol-flying/  
19  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-4-convoy-coverage/  
20  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory  

https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-3-patrol-flying/
https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-4-convoy-coverage/
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory


The bomber squadrons also participated in Joint Command Post exercises, called "minor 

joint exercises", to test and evaluate crew proficiency and usually involving an aircraft 

carrier approaching the Canal from the US West Coast.   

 

Mock attack run on the locks and spillways of the Canal was another type of minor joint 

exercise conducted by VI Bomber Command that gave its squadrons practice, while at the 

same time testing the defences of the Canal.  It was also frequently called upon to make 

searches for aircraft down at sea, for ships lost, overdue, or in distress21. 

 

 

20th TRANSPORT SQUADRON 

This was one unit that was present in the Canal Zone from 1940 to the end of the war, 

starting with next to nothing, but eventually proving to be a vital component in the defence 

and operations in the whole region was the transport aircraft squadron.   

 

In 1937, Army long-range plans for aerial transportation specified expansion of the 10th Transport 

Group by assigning more men and aircraft to the squadrons, formation of a GHQ Air Force group of 3 

squadrons in the US with one flight for each USAAC station, and activation of 1 squadron each for 

Panama and Hawaii. 

 

Hence, the 20th Transport Squadron was activated in 1940 at France Field (although having 

no aircraft until February 1941), transferring to Howard Field in 1942, and then to Albrook 

Field in 1943 (as Howard Field became congested with bombers based there).   

 

It became operational in March 1941, with its first aircraft, a single Douglas C-3322, which 

made daily flights to Albrook Field and Rio Hato.  Gaining further aircraft, it was involved in 

the build-up of the outer ring of air bases throughout the Caribbean and, by the time of 

Pearl Harbour, it had 6 ex-airline Douglas C-49 Skytrain23 which had arrived from the US.   

 
21  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory  
22  A military transport version of the DC.2 airliner, itself the progenitor of the more famous DC.3/C-47 
Skytrain, or Dakota.  18 C-33 were built with FY1936 serials.  Changes from the commercial DC.2 included a 
large cargo door and optional cargo hoist. 
23  Commercial DC.3 (Dakota) airliners impressed for use by USAAC. 

http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory


 

 

In a review of a book about military aviation in Panama during the war 24, and 

obviously referring to the early equipment of the 20 th Transport Squadron, it was 

said that – 

“Military aircraft buffs should enjoy reading about the “oddball” birds 

assigned to the Sixth Air Force during World War II that received official 

designations when they were added to the military inventory – a Junkers C-79 

trimotor; a Boeing XC-105 [a modified XB-15 prototype bomber]; an Akron-

Funk UC-92 [an ageing pre-war type); a Hamilton UC-89 Metalplane [another 

obsolete pre-war type]; two Luscombe UC-90s [civilian light cabin 

monoplanes]; and a Stinson Model A trimotor that became the Air Force’s 

solitary UC-91”.25 

 

During the early part of the war one flight was detached to work with the airborne forces of 

the 501st Parachute Battalion and 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion, which comprised the 

Panama-based regional rapid deployment force (and this work included planning for a 

proposed landing in Vichy-held Martinique in 1943) – a later Part with provide more 

information on this striking force.   

 

Other flights were detached for service in Puerto Rico and Trinidad – but by December 1943 

these detachments were taken off the squadron’s strength and assigned instead to Antilles 

Air Command. 

 

The squadron flew a variety of aircraft types, including the classic C-47A Skytrain (better 

known to the British as the Dakota).  They also included the single, impressed Junkers Ju 

52/3m trimotor as the C-79 (see above the separate boxed note on this former airliner, the 

only example in USAAC service), another impressed 3-engine former airliner (an Italian-built 

SM 81, see above), OA-10 Catalina amphibians (the Army version of the Navy’s PBY), a 

locally impressed Stinson UC-91 single-engine 5-seat light cabin monoplane, and another 

 
24  Alae Supra Canalem: Wings Over The Canal by Dan Hagedorn (Turner Publishing, Kentucky), 1995. 
25  https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm  

https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm


one-off, an antiquated impressed Hamilton H.47 single-engine 8-seat light airliner 

(impressed as the UC-89) which formerly belonged to a Panamanian company26.   

 

 

An Italian Savoia-Marchetti SM.81 airliner USAAF service at Howard Field, c.1942. It had been acquired by the 
USAAF from the Italian Latin American Airline (LATI) after being seized in Chile by local officials and provided to 

the 20th Transport Squadron in Panama due to the severe shortage of Army transports in Central America. 
Although flown to Howard Field, the aircraft was not used for any operational missions (USAF photo)27 

 

The squadron flew a variety of aircraft types, including the classic C-47A Skytrain.  They also 

included the single, impressed Junkers Ju 52/3m trimotor as the C-79 (a feature on this 

aircraft will be included in the Part on the pre-war activities of the Germans in Latin 

America), another impressed 3-engine former airliner (an Italian-built SM 81, see above), 

OA-10 Catalina amphibians (the Army version of the Navy’s PBY), a locally impressed Stinson 

UC-91 single-engine 5-seat light cabin monoplane, and another one-off, an antiquated 

impressed Hamilton H.47 single-engine 8-seat light airliner (impressed as the UC-89) which 

formerly belonged to a Panamanian company28.   

 

However, by 1943 it had either lost or disposed of the OA-10, C-79, UC-89 and UC-91, but 

had acquired another oddity – the XC-105 modified former prototype long-range 

 
26  Impressed from its civilian owner in 1942, it was found to be unsuitable for military use and struck 
off charge in August 1943. 
27  https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/ 
28  Impressed from its civilian owner in 1942, it was found to be unsuitable for military use and struck 
off charge in August 1943. 

https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/


bomber(see below).  It had also received its first C-47A and its first Fairchild UC-61 

Forwarder (another single-engine utility light aircraft). 

 

The Boeing XC-105 was the former pre-war XB-15, a 4-engine heavy bomber prototype that 

had been converted to become a transport.  It was assigned to the squadron in April 1943, 

being considered suitable for the long 

flights over water to supply the base in 

the Galapagos Islands29. 

 

The XC-105 at Albrook Field in 1943 with its 
flight crew and showing its elephant nose art. 

 

First flying in 1937, the XB-15 had been 

the largest aircraft built in the US (and 

larger than the subsequent B-17 Flying 

Fortress) – the wing being so large that engineers could use crawlways to enter them to 

make minor repairs in flight.  Designed as a 5,000-mile bomber, it proved underpowered (as 

the intended powerplants were not available).  Only the single prototype was produced and, 

after production and further development was abandoned, it was used as an ad hoc 

transport.  In fact, before this it had also been used for secret tests in Panama in 1940, 

practising bombing attacks on the Canal locks, and operating from Albrook Field30.   

 

The XB-15 was converted fully to a transport type as the XC-105 in May 1943.  It was fitted 

with a cargo hoist and had cargo doors fitted.  By now nicknamed “Grandpappy”, it was 

assigned to the 20th Transport Squadron and was used to ferry supplies to and from the 

Galapagos, Florida and throughout the Caribbean from June 1943.  It was also used to ferry 

Government passengers from Miami31.  However, after at least 2 fires and mechanical and 

electrical problems, it was retired in December 1944, and its engines, internal components 

 
29  The XB-15 had been used to carry out an aerial survey of the islands in 1940. 
30  The aircrew included a Captain Curtiss LeMay as navigator, this being the future chief of the US 
bomber force against Japan and the latter commander of the postwar Strategic Air Command. 
31  On what became known as a the “Georgia Peach Run” – ‘Grandpappy’ – The XB-15, Aerospace 
Historian, Air Force Historical Foundation, Volume 26, Number 3 (September 1979). 



and the fin and rudder were removed.  Its formal scrapping was ordered in June 1945 and 

the remaining airframe was abandoned at a landfill site south-west of the runway at Albrook 

Field (called the Diablo dump), where is slowly sank beneath the surface, where it remains, 

after being built over – first by squatters, and latterly with industrial units32. 

 

In January 1944, the squadron was redesignated as the 20th Troop Carrier Squadron 

(Special), and 1944 saw some increased standardisation of types used, with both the C-47A 

and some of the larger C-46A Commando transports being received. 

 

Postwar, continuing as the transport arm of the Caribbean Air Command, it was re-equipped 

with the larger, 4-engine C-54 Skymaster in 1946 and in 1948, the Fairchild C-82 Packet, a 

dedicated military transport with removable rear loading doors. 

 

The squadron relocated from Panama to Texas in September 1948, leaving behind all its 

aircraft (but for a detachment of C-54, which went to Europe to take part in the Berlin 

Airlift).  In 1949, the squadron and aircraft all finally left Panama, but it was then 

deactivated in October 1949 due to military budget cuts. 

 

THE 7th AERO SQUADRON (THE 397th BOMBARDMENT SQUADRON) 

From 1917, when it was first sent to Panama, until deactivated in Panama in 194633 one 

squadron was associated (albeit with various changes of title) with the defence of the Canal 

Zone. 

 

What later became the 397th Bombardment Squadron was first established in the Canal 

Zone as the 7th Aero Squadron in 1917 and served as a reconnaissance unit until 1942, when 

it was redesignated as the 397th Bombardment Squadron.   

 

 
32  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Boeing_XB-15#cite_note-AH-12 
33  Only to be reactivated in 2015. 

https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Boeing_XB-15#cite_note-AH-12


The squadron's role from 1917 to 1946 was the defence of the Canal Zone although, during 

the 1920s and 1930s it participated in a number of goodwill missions to nations in Central 

and South America. 

 

It served as a bomber unit in World War 2 and was deactivated at Rio Hato Army Air Base in 

November 194634.  The squadron was to be reactivated in 2015, returning to its earlier 

reconnaissance mission.   

 

After World War 1 the squadron evolved into the 7th Squadron (in 1921), 7th Observation 

Squadron (in 1925), 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (in 1937), 7th Reconnaissance Squadron 

(Medium Range) (on 6 December 1939) and 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (Heavy) (on 20 

November 1940), before being finally redesignated as the 397th Bombardment Squadron 

(Heavy) on 22 April 1942.  The squadron was assigned to the 6th Composite Group. 

 

In 1937, the 6th Composite Group, which had been a composite unit since its establishment 

in 1919, became the 6th Bombardment Group.  The squadron was equipped with the 

Douglas B-18 Bolo, although a single Northrop A-17 Nomad was also assigned for a period, 

together with a Sikorsky OA-8 amphibian35. 

 

By 1 February 1940, the assignment to the 6th Bombardment Group was changed to an 

attachment, as the unit was reassigned to the 19th Composite Wing and placed under the 

control of the Caribbean Air Force staff as one of the dedicated reconnaissance elements 

reporting to its headquarters.   

 

On 4 June 1941, it was assigned a single B-17B Flying Fortress, the first production version of 

the legendary type, which had been transferred to the command. Although obsolescent as a 

bomber, the mission given to the B-17B was long-range reconnaissance, and the aircraft 

retained its defensive machine guns. On 8 October 1941, the squadron was once again 

 
34  The squadron was reactivated in 2015, returning to its earlier reconnaissance mission as the 7th 
Reconnaissance Squadron. 
35  This one of 5 Sikorsky S.43 Baby Clipper twin-engine monoplane amphibians acquired by the 
USAAC for the carriage of freight and passengers. 



assigned to the 6th Bombardment Group and, on 27 November, the unit moved from France 

Field to the newly constructed Howard Field, where it received 4 more B-17B. 

 

After Pearl Harbor the squadron was almost immediately relocated to David Field in Chiriqui 

province, and its B-17 aircraft were deployed elsewhere (mainly to Guatemala City Airport) 

to begin Pacific patrols in early January 1942.  

 

The squadron was again redesignated, as the 397th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy), on 22 

April 1942. 

 

The return to David Field came just in time for deployment of the unit as a whole from David 

to Peru, where it arrived in August.  From there the squadron undertook the Pacific patrol 

role out to the Galapagos Islands and, sometimes, on to Guatemala City Airport.  These 

flights continued, almost non-stop, until May 1943, when the unit was relieved and returned 

to Rio Hato.   

 

It was by then using the LB-30 version of the B-24 Liberator bomber36, which retained their 

original British serial numbers throughout their service with the squadron. Upon its return 

to Rio Hato on 4 May 1943, the 397th was transformed, as an entirely new intake of 

personnel replaced the existing personnel.  3 days later, the squadron moved to Howard 

Field in the Canal Zone, although this was apparently move on paper of its headquarters, as 

the unit's aircraft and personnel actually remained at Rio Hato.  

 

On 1 January 1944, the squadron received orders to deploy 4 of its LB-30 to France Field to 

participate in the search for several marauding U-boats which were causing considerable 

alarm in the Caribbean. While at France Field, the aircraft also flew navigational and 

bombing exercises. 

 

 
36  The LB-30 was a variant of the B-24 originally ordered by the RAF but with 75 requisitioned for use 
by the USAAC following Pearl Harbor.  It was the first fully combat-ready version of the design and 
was produced to a British specification.  Like an B-24 models it had a very long-range range 
capability. 



All of this was preparatory to the unit's deployment to the Galapagos Islands and, in April 

1944, the ground echelon started movement to Balboa via truck for the transfer.  The air 

element received 4 additional B-24J Liberators and, with these, flew with existing 2 B-24J 

and 2 B-24D to the Galapagos Islands.  

 

Other missions, besides the normal long-distance patrols, saw aircraft operating to Salinas in 

Ecuador, Havana, Borinquen Filed in Puerto Rico, Managua in Nicaragua and Cartagena in 

Colombia, as well as to elsewhere throughout Central and South America. 

 

In February 1945, the unit was relieved from duty in the Galapagos Islands and returned to 

Rio Hato, where the unit ended the war, on 1 November 1946 when it was declared 

inactive37. 

 

24th PURSUIT SQUADRON/24th FIGHTER SQUADRON 

By the end of 1939, the Squadron was "up to strength" having been equipped with 12   

P-36A Hawks, and having a complement of a Captain (the Squadron Commander), 11 

Second Lieutenants and 142 enlisted ranks.  

 

In June 1941, the Squadron received 9 new Curtiss P-40C Warhawks and, with these, a 

number of long-range navigational flights were undertaken, one going so far as Trinidad. 

 

After the Pearl Harbor Attack in December 1941, the squadron initially remained on 

standing alert at Albrook, but dispatched "C" flight to Salinas Airport, Ecuador, to provide 

aerodrome defence for that strategic point on 2 February 1942.  The remainder of the 

Squadron moved to the La Joya #2 Aerodrome on 12 March 1942, where they remained 

until returning to Albrook on 30 September, having been redesignated as the 24th Fighter 

Squadron on 15 May38. 

 

 
37  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/397th_Bombardment_Squadron  
38  The USAAC had used the term “pursuit”, whereas when the USAAF was established in 1941 it chose to use 
the term “fighter” instead. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/397th_Bombardment_Squadron


The unit transitioned from the P-40C to the Bell P-39D Airacobras starting on 2 May 1942, 

when it acquired 10 of these aircraft from the 53rd Fighter Group.  By the time it had 

returned to Albrook Field, the P-39D had been exchanged for 14 P-39K. 

 

On 15 October 1942, 8 P-39K were dispatched on a mission near Rio Hato to graphically 

illustrate the effectiveness of the cannon-armed fighter as a ground-attack aircraft.  The 

Airacobras attacked a column of derelict trucks positioned there and, when the dust settled, 

all but 5 of the 115 vehicles had been completely destroyed.  

 

In addition, between November 1942 and 11 January 1943, the squadron also had a solitary 

Douglas P-70 night fighter39, which it maintained and operated on behalf of the XXV Fighter 

Command at Albrook.  This was the rather weak 6th Air Force response to a concern over the 

lack of night fighter defences for the Panama Canal. 

 

The Squadron flew its last P-39 missions on 25 June 1943 and, ironically, these were then 

replaced on 27 June 1943 by 2 refurbished Curtiss P-40C and on 29 June 2 new P-40N 

Warhawks, as the squadron began its transition onto the P-40N, 22 of which were on hand 

by the end of that month. 

 

On 27 August 1943, flying their new P-40N, "A" and "B" Flights flew a most interesting mass 

cross-country to Costa Rica.  The next day, they flew down the Atlantic side of the Isthmus 

of Panama – completely undetected – and made a successful surprise "attack" on the Gatun 

Locks of the Panama Canal.  "B" Flight made 3 dive-bombing attacks from 10,000 feet while 

"A" Flight made 4 strafing passes.  Defending interceptors, finally alerted to the 

proceedings, did not show up until the attack was completely over.  

 

From 1 November 1943, the squadron was officially assigned directly to the XXVI Fighter 

Command. 

 

 
39  The P-70 was a radar-equipped “night fighter” variant of the A-20 Havoc light bomber. 



March 1944 saw the squadron again re-equipped, this time with the P-39Q-5 and P-39Q-20, 

also having Piper L-4 Grasshoppers40 and North American AT-6 Texans also on charge.  A 

"hack" Northrop RA-17 as well as a Curtiss RP-40C41 and a North American AT-6D were also 

assigned.   A single Vultee BT-13A Valiant trainer was later added to its strength, to augment 

the instrument training programme.   

 

In July 1944, the Squadron was once again tasked to make mock attacks on Panama Canal 

installations and, later in the same month, conducted very intensive interceptor exercises 

against various VI Bomber Command elements. By the end of that month, 23 P-39Q were on 

hand, of which 21 were combat ready.  

 

On 15 August 1944, the Squadron moved again, this time to France Field and, by October, 

the unit had reached perhaps its highest state of combat readiness, with 23 of 24 P-39Q 

airworthy, the highest percentage in XXVI Fighter Command at the time. 

 

By January 1945, the unit had been formally redesignated as the 24th Fighter Squadron 

(Twin Engine) and this signalled the arrival of the sleek Lockheed P-38 Lightning into 

Squadron service.  By March 1945 it had a mixed strength consisting of 16 P-39Q, 11 P-38J, 

and single examples of the Cessna UC-7842, North American AT-6F and a Vultee BT-13A.   

 

By June 1945, the P-38 Lightnings predominated, with 20 on hand and but also having 5 

remaining P-39Q, the earlier P-38J having been augmented by P-38L.  A Beech UC-45F was 

also assigned to the Squadron to serve as a conversion trainer to twin-engine equipment, 

augmenting the UC-7843.  

 

 
40  A version of the Piper Cub lightplane, known to the USAAF as the Grasshopper. 
41  The “R” prefix for these 2 types indicates that the aircraft were classed as “obsolete” or 
“restricted”. 
42  A utility transport variant of the AT-17 Bobcat twin-engine advanced trainer. 
43  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron


 

Bell P-39Q-20-BE 
Airacobra serial number 
44-3528, "Miss Izzy", 
France Field, Panama 
with 24th Fighter 
Squadron personnel, 
194444 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 P-38J Lightning (24th Fighter 
Squadron #12), France Field, 
Panama, 194545 
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BRAZILIANS IN PANAMA 

The Brazilian Expeditionary Force, which was to take part in the fighting in Italy, included a fighter 

group from the Brazilian Air Force46.  This was formed in 1943 and which undertook its combat 

 
44  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron 
45  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron  
46  1st Fighter Group (1o Grupo de Aviaçäo de Caça) 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron


training under the jurisdiction of the 6th Air Force at Aguadulce in Panama.  It comprised the 

commander and 32 pilots flying Curtiss P-40 Warhawks.  One officer, Aviation Second 

Lieutenant Dante Isidoro Gastaldoni was killed in a training accident during this time47.  

 

In May 1944, the group was declared operational and active in the air defence of the Canal.  

However, it left in June to travel to the US and re-equiped with P-47D Thunderbolts, being 

deployed to Italy later in the year48. 

 

 
47  https://www.defenseforces.com/2018/03/28/brazilian-air-force-1st-fighter-group-in-the-world-war-ii/  
48  https://www.defesanet.com.br/aviacao/noticia/695/Dia-de-Aviacao-de-Caca---Parte-1/ 
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf 

https://www.defenseforces.com/2018/03/28/brazilian-air-force-1st-fighter-group-in-the-world-war-ii/
https://www.defesanet.com.br/aviacao/noticia/695/Dia-de-Aviacao-de-Caca---Parte-1/
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf

