
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 10 - GERMANS IN SOUTH AMERICA AND PANAMA  

 

In the immediate pre-war period, there was growing German influence and involvement in 

South America.  Pre-war US military planning even considered the risk of German/Italian 

seizure of the area around Natal in eastern Brazil1, to strengthen their strategic position in 

the South Atlantic2 and from to thereby pose a threat to the Canal.  In fact, Operation Pot of 

Gold was a US war plan to send over 100,000 soldiers to Brazil by air and sea in response to 

growing Axis influence within the country; and the first sign of an Axis move or pro-Axis 

movement, the first 10,000 men of this force were to be transported to Brazil by air3.  The 

plan was never carried out.4 

 
1  For a few notes about the base in Natal, see https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-
war-2-parnamirim-field/  
2  In fact, the US eventually negotiated use of base there in 1942. 
3  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
4  Ibid 

https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
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1940 newspaper – “In 
London it is said that 
Panama is the centre 
of Nazi agitation” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, when war broke out in Europe, the chance of a German naval attack on the Canal 

– given the size and strength of the British and French navies – was considered low, and in 

any event the US remained neutral.   

 

In the late 1930s and early World War 2, German bombers of known types could not operate directly 

from Europe to the US, but they could reach Newfoundland from Norway or Brazil from Africa.  It 

was feared that from secretly prepared airfields they could strike at key positions either with bombs 

or land paratroopers.  The presence in several Latin American states of German airlines and the Nazi 

practice of mounting air operations with the aid of “students”, “tourists” and “civilian technicians” 

also caused concern for the security of the Panama Canal.  It was felt that certain of the Latin-

American states seemed to offer a fertile field for Nazi techniques of infiltration and engineered 

revolution5.   

 

 
5  “The Army Air Forces in World War I1” (Princeton University, University of Chicago; Office of Air Force 
History Washington, DC) 1983: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-
2.pdf 

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


In addition, it was estimated in 1939 that there were 3 million nationals of the Axis countries 

in Latin America, with a further 6 million who were of German or Italian descent or origin – 

the largest numbers were in Brazil and Argentina6.  Neighbouring Colombia alone was home 

to around 7,000 Germans, and Germans also controlled the airline SCADTA7, which had 

been formed in 1919 by a pioneer Austrian pilot.  The German aircraft manufacturer Junkers 

owned the Lloyds Aerea Boliviano airline in Bolivia, and a Lufthansa-owned holding 

company also controlled airlines in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and Peru. 

 

SCADTA was said to have produced photo-maps of Panama, from the Colombian coast to 

the Canal Zone, and to have supplied details to Germany of strategic areas in Panama, 

including the approaches to the Canal.  In addition, from 1937, it began training German 

pilots in Colombia.  Diplomatic pressure on Colombia by the US had resulted in the German 

pilots being removed before, as mentioned in the Part on Pan American, the airline was 

bought out by Pan American World Airways in 1941, having already acquired 80% of the 

airline8.  Pan American fired all SCADTA’s German staff except the chief executive, and then 

it discovered that SCADTA had begun building secret airfields at strategic locations in 

Colombia.   

 

In 1940, a Japanese resident of Panama was arrested and admitted planning to pass on 

information of a British ship in Balboa port to a German resident (described as an “ardent 

pro-Nazi”). 

 

In mid-1940, following the French Armistice, despite continued US (and Panamanian) 

neutrality, there were fears that the Germans could attempt to sabotage the Canal to 

hamper US supplies to Britain, and to prevent the transfer of the US fleet to the Atlantic.  

The Canal Zone was put on alert against possible surprise attack or sabotage. 

 
6  German-founded or funded schools might be an indicator of penetration in Latin America, and notably Costa 
Rica and Guatemala had the greatest number of such schools in Central America with their combined 
enrolment level at over 500 children: 
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&articl
e=2131&context=masters-theses  
7  Socieded Colombo Alemana de Transportes Aerea (“Colombian-German Air Transport Company”)– it would 
merge into the state-owned airline, SACO, forming the Colombian national carrier AVIANCA. 
8  The US and Colombian governments forced principal shareholder, Austrian industrialist Peter Paul von Bauer 
to sell his shares.  

https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses


 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941, following which Germany declared 

war on the US9, German and other Axis nationals, as well as potential sympathisers of other 

nationalities (including naturalised Panamanians), in the Canal Zone and Panama itself were 

rounded up.  Those detained by the Panamanian authorities were turned over to the US 

authorities in the Canal Zone for internment at a camp at Balboa10.  A committee then 

decided who should be permanently detained.  As in the UK, some of those detained had 

fled the Nazi regime, and in Panama included at least one former inmate of Buchenwald 

concentration camp. 

 

Soon afterwards, in 1942, a dispute arose when the Panamanian government objected to 

the US military releasing some of the internees that had been detained and delivered for 

internment by the Panama authorities.  The US Army was told to continue to detain such 

internees, at least until a more permanent camp could be constructed.  It has been claimed 

that the practice of releasing the internees angered the Panamanian authorities, who 

wanted the enemy aliens removed from the country11.  As long as they remained in Panama 

there was still the chance they could be released, but should they be swiftly removed the 

Panamanian Government could move to take possession of their unattended shops and 

farms12.   

 
9  On 11th December, the US reciprocating later the same day.  Italy also declared war on the US on the same 
day, and the US responded in kind. 
10  Originally in tents, which was fine during the dry season in Panama, but more permanent structures would 
be required from early- to mid-1942, as the rains began. 
11  Eventually to Seagoville and “Camp Crystal” in Texas: https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-
2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf 
The Crystal City internment camp in Texas has been described as a relief to those internees who had been held 
in camps in Latin America before being shipped north.  Latin American camps and jails, including the US Army-
administered Camp Empire at Balboa in the Panama Canal Zone, were said to be far grimmer.  
12https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&arti
cle=2131&context=masters-theses  
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June 1940: Panama to 
register European and 
Japanese aliens to prevent 
espionage 

 

 

 

Throughout 1942, it 

became clear that Axis 

influence had indeed 

extended to the 

region13, though not 

necessarily to the 

strength that had been 

initially feared. The 

clear signs of existing 

Axis activity throughout 

South America only helped to increase the tension within the theatre and continued to be a 

source of concern to the Caribbean Defense Command until late in the war14. 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the Germans would plan to somehow attack or sabotage the 

Canal and its operations.  It is even claimed that they planned an attack15 using Ju 87 Stuka 

dive-bombers, transported by U-Boat, in a manner similar to that planned by the Japanese16 

(see the later Part on the planned Japanese attack by submarine-launched aircraft). 

 

 
13  In January 1942, an emergency inter-American meeting had been held in Rio de Janeiro which had failed to 
establish a binding commitment and instead produced a weak resolution encouraging the various 
governments to break off relations with the Axis.  At that time, it was simply not clear who would win the war, 
and several countries with traditionally strong ties to Germany and Italy (notably, Chile, Argentina, and to 
some extent Brazil) were reluctant to risk these relationships by taking the wrong side. 
14  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
15  Project Pelikan, see https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
16  The gist of the plan in 1943 is said to be the transporting of 2 Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, with folding wings 
about U-boats to an unnamed Colombian island near the Panamanian coastline, where they would 
reassembled, armed and despatched to attack the Gatun spillway, and thus cripple the Canal’s operations. 
Apparently in effect a one-way mission, any survivors were to escape via an unnamed South American country. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/


In 2017 Chile’s investigations police declassified the files of a special unit called Department 

5017.  This group had hunted for German spy rings during the war (although Chile in fact only 

declared war in 1943).  The documents revealed that a cell in the port of Valparaiso were 

planning to bomb the Panama Canal, though they offer no details of the plot18. 

 

A JUNKERS FOR THE US ARMY AIR CORPS 

Emblematic of the German presence in South America was the only Junker Ju 52/3m to 

serve with the US Army Air Corps (USAAC).   

 

This aircraft was the three-engine transport that was the classic German transport of the 

Nazi and wartime periods.  It achieved fame in Germany following its use by Hitler in his 

propaganda, taking him around the country during the 1933 election campaign.  It was also 

used as a bomber pre-war, including during the Spanish Civil War, in the Chaco War 

between Bolivia and Paraguay and as a floatplane bomber with the Colombian Air Force. 

It was a low wing, all-metal design with a fixed undercarriage and a corrugated metal skin 

that had been a Junkers trademark. 

 

One example, construction number 5283, with Brazilian registration PP-CBA and named 

Aconcagua belonged to the Sindicato Condor.  It was in Panama in 1942 and, like many 

other civilian types in the US and Panama, it was impressed by the USAAC, which designated 

it C-79.   

 

By December 1943, the urgent need for transport aircraft, and particularly for a unique type 

such as the C-79, had passed and the aircraft was disposed of in a transfer to the US Public 

Roads Administration in Costa Rica. 

 

 
17  Chile only declared war in 1943, despite having a sizeable German minority, and close trading links with 
Germany.  A moderate government eventually declared war, but the country played no active part in the war, 
though it did supply raw materials.  The German spies in Valparaiso monitored Allied merchant ships and 
listened in on Chilean naval communications.  When Department 50 broke up the spy rings there were arrests 
of 40 people and the collection of weapons, cash and plans for bombing mines in northern Chile.   
18  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-
show-180963836/  

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/


 

USAAC C-79, serial number 42-5288319, in late 1942 at Howard Field when in service with the 20th 
Transportation Squadron of 6th Air Force20 

 

During its time with the USAAC/USAAF, it was based at the Panama Air Depot at Albrook 

Field and while being used it was damaged in a taxiing incident in Trinidad in June 1943.   

 

A definitely non-standard type, some steps were taken to replace some of the original 

German equipment with US parts.  This included replacement of the original BMW engines 

with Pratt & Whitney R1690 Hornets, as used on the Douglas DC.2 airliner. 

 

 

 

 
19  USAAF serial numbers are prefixed by the fiscal year in which the aircraft was procured, in this case FY 1942. 
20  https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html 

https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html

