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PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 15 – THE PERIOD 1941 to 1945: A MISCELLANY  

 

UNITY OF COMMAND, OR LACK OF IT 

In 1940, the War Plans Division at the US War Department had recommended the 

establishment of a theatre command structure for the Caribbean, one of which would be 

centred on the Canal Zone and would also take in Jamaica.  The plan was approved in 

January 1941, and the Caribbean Defense Command was official activated in February 

1942.  However, there were ongoing problems in coordinating operations between the 

Command (an Army entity) and the Navy (the 15th Naval District covering the Canal Zone 

and adjacent waters, being part of the 10th Fleet) – with coordination expected by means 

of “mutual cooperation”.   

 

In fact, it was only after the Pearl Harbor attack that unity of command was established, at 

least in the higher echelons, with the problem in some ways remaining at lower levels1.   

 

Another problem faced both in Panama and in the wider Caribbean theatre was said to be 

the question of whether tactical defences should be organised in parallel with 

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

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
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administrative organisations and then be assigned downwards to sectors, or be placed 

under a single theatre-wide commander. 

  

One of the complaints made by commanders in Panama was that the higher command in 

1941 appeared more interested in fortifying the outer defence shield in the newly 

acquired Caribbean bases than in Panama itself, including the Pacific, seemingly more 

exposed, side of the country2.  The fact of the effects of even the relatively limited U-boat 

attacks in the Caribbean might be said to demonstrate that the apparent opinion of higher 

command was, in fact, the correct one. 

 

In February 1942, a memorandum drafted for the Caribbean Defense Command outlined a 

theoretical attack by a Japanese task force consisting of aircraft carriers, cruisers, 

destroyers, and submarines.  The final assessment of the exercise was simply that the 

Canal and its waterways were susceptible to attack, and that it was necessary to bring in 

both additional heavy bombers and experienced personnel to operate them3. 

 

The theatre commander in 1941-42 also thought that the air defences of the Canal Zone 

should be dedicated to the initial and main purpose, i.e. defence of the Canal, and should 

not be looked upon as available for wider operations in the theatre4.  However, in 1942, a 

Caribbean Air Force command was created, modelled on the structure created in the 

Continental USA. 

 

Overall Army manpower within the Department (i.e. the Army command in Panama) 

expanded from about 28,000 men at the close of 1940, to about 31,000 by December 

1941, and to a peak of over 66,000 by early 1943.5 

 

 
2  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
3  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
4  Ibid. 
5  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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CARIBBEAN DEFENSE COMMAND (CDC) 

Existing from 1941 to 1947, the CDC was tasked with protecting the Panama Canal, the 

Canal Zone, and all its access points as well as defending the region from Axis aggression 

and setting up a series of US bases throughout the Caribbean from which to project US 

military power after World War 2.   

 

Its establishment was effectively brought about by the war, and the need for it resulted 

from the presence of the Canal and the Canal Zone.  Like the other US combatant 

commands that would come after it, the CDC would also oversee various subordinate 

commands in its area.  However, early successes, as well as the general progress of the 

war meant that the original mission of the Command was quickly rendered moot6. 

 

As it transpired, the CDC had less military significance during World War 2 than military 

leaders had originally imagined.  The potential for Axis aggression against the region 

having been effectively dealt with not long after the US entry into the war, and no major 

attacks against the Canal or Canal Zone were ever successfully carried out.   

 

Furthermore, the US contingency plans for using and improving Panamanian railways for 

moving supplies from the Atlantic to the Pacific in case of emergency were assessed to be 

sufficient to supplant the Canal altogether should the latter become completely 

inoperable7.  It has been said that the railways along the isthmus would have been 

sufficient to handle all the shipping just as well as the Canal had, though at an admittedly 

higher price and, in retrospect, this rendered the Canal less of a strategic asset than a 

symbolic, diplomatic, and economic one8.   

 

 
6  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
7  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
8  Noel Maurer and Carlos Yu, The Big Ditch: How America Took, Built, Ran, and Ultimately Gave Away the 
Panama Canal (Princeton University Press, 2011). 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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As the tide of war began to turn, the CDC saw itself being increasingly marginalised 

militarily, with resources and personnel reduced – though other roles, including training9, 

grew in importance10. 

 

While the defence of the Canal Zone was primarily an Army responsibility, its location and 

the situation meant that naval and air power was also needed to properly protect it, and 

hence required the coordination of the (often rival) services11.   While the CDC would 

never quite function as well as intended, it would serve as a prototype military command 

to deal jointly with the different branches of the services (chiefly being Army and Navy) in 

a manner that would later be adopted throughout the US military. 

 

Furthermore, an important factor was that the presence of the CDC helped the US in its 

dealings with its neighbours by providing a centralised authority within close proximity to 

the South American continent which could communicate quickly with decision makers in 

Washington12. 

 

As noted elsewhere13, the lack of activity in the Caribbean led to the CDC being 

downgraded repeatedly and restructured several times throughout 1943, with its 

commanding general spending much of his time working on political-military relations14 

 
9  In November 1944, CDC began to establish additional training resources to assist the efforts of Latin 
American republics to “mold their individual military groups into well-functioning and efficient organizations 
patterned after the general principles of the United States Army” (per CDC Training Memorandum Number 
1, Training Directive Training Year 1945). 
10  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
11  It helped perhaps that, at the time, the air force was a part of the Army, as the US Army Air Corps (the US 
Army Air Force from 1941); the US Air Force not being created as a separate service until 1947.  The other 
elements of the US defence structure, the US Marine Corp and the US Coast Guard both came under the 
auspices of the US Navy (the latter in wartime, being a part of the US Treasury in peacetime). 
12  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
13  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
14  General Brett, as commanding general had personally “adopted” a B-17B called the Swoose, as his own 
private transport. The Swoose would fly him around the region during most of his time as commander, and 
he was able to use it effectively as a means of propaganda allowing foreign leaders to travel with him, and 
reportedly even allowing the Presidents of Cuba and Nicaragua to fly as co-pilots during “good neighbour” 
visits - it was eventually transferred to the care of the National Museum of the US Air Force where it was to 
undergo restoration. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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with Latin American nations rather than purely military issues15.  Toward the end of 1943, 

the Command had already begun functioning as a more bureaucratic entity than a purely 

military one.   

 

In April 1943, the War Department reduced the Caribbean Defense Command, to the 

status of Category "B", that is, it was considered a coastal frontier that "may be subject to 

minor attacks".  

 

In November 1947, the Caribbean Defense Command was formally renamed the United 

States Caribbean Command, and was reorganised with new goals and responsibilities 

The eventual successor to CDC, following on from the Caribbean Command16, which 

operated 1947-63, was US Southern Command, which came into existence in 1963.  For its 

early existence US Southern Command was headquartered in Quarry Heights, Panama 

Canal Zone and only moved to Miami in 1997 in anticipation of the handover of the 

Panama Canal and Canal Zone back to Panama at the end of 199917. 

 
15  General Brett’s appointment to the Caribbean Defense Command came following some unpleasantness 
that occurred in the Pacific theatre after he (unintentionally) upset General Douglas MacArthur.   
Brett was in command of US forces in Australia when the Philippines had surrendered to the Japanese and 
Washington had ordered MacArthur to head to Australia to become Supreme Allied Commander in the 
Pacific.  Knowing that MacArthur was not fond of flying and would not ride in anything but the best aircraft, 
he tried to arrange for the best possible aircraft the Army had at their disposal, a B-17 bomber.  
These were in short supply. Of the 4 that Brett was able to secure to ferry MacArthur and his party (which 
included his family), 2 were laid out due to mechanical problems and were unable to make the trip, and 
another ran out of fuel mid-flight en-route to pick up MacArthur forcing the pilot to ditch and costing the life 
of 2 crewmembers.   
The single B-17 that arrived and was available to make the trip was an older, very worn unit with an 
inexperienced crew.  The result was that MacArthur refused to use the aircraft. MacArthur, already in a foul 
mood over being ordered to retreat, took personal offence and assumed animosity on Brett’s part for being 
replaced as commander in Australia.  Although new B-17 were eventually secured for the flight, the damage 
had been done. MacArthur sent a formal request to have Brett removed.  Fortunately for Brett, General 
George Marshall, the Army Chief of Staff, was a close friend of his and was reluctant to replace him.  
Although MacArthur was eventually successful in getting Brett removed from the Pacific theatre, it was 
done without any real suggestion that he had failed in his mission. 
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
16  Caribbean Command was initially tasked with responsibilities over the waterways and access points to 
the Panama Canal as well as all military forces throughout the region.  However, its area of responsibility 
(AOR) was steadily reduced so that, by 1963, it did not have any actual role in the Caribbean at all. 
17  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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GENERAL ANDREWS 

General Frank M Andrews had been the first airman on the War Department General 

Staff, directing operations and training Army-wide 

as assistant chief of staff 1939-40.   

 

He organised and led the Panama Canal Air Force, 

later the Caribbean Air Force, 1940-41, this 

becoming the prototype for future overseas 

numbered air forces.   

 

He moved up in 1941 to head the new Caribbean 

Defense Command, as the first air officer to head a 

joint war-fighting command overseas.   

 

He went on to become US Theatre commander in the Middle East 1942-43, and became 

the overall commander of the US European Theatre of Operations in February 1943.  He 

died in May 1943 in the crash of a B-24 Liberator along the Icelandic coast.  Andrews Air 

Force Base in Maryland is named in his honour19. 

 

NAVY FACILITIES EXPAND 

The war saw expansion of US Navy facilities in the Canal Zone.  By the end of 1940, the 

Navy had begun work on a new supply depot at Balboa, and on the Farfan Radio Station 

on the west bank of the Canal20, together with the enlargement of the 2 inland radio 

stations at Gatun and Summit.  There were also 2 net depots started in December 1940, 

 
18  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/charts/USA-WH-Guard-1.jpg  
19  https://www.nationalaviation.org/our-enshrinees/andrews-frank/  
20  See elsewhere for the role of the radio station in radio interception just before and during the war. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/charts/USA-WH-Guard-1.jpg
https://www.nationalaviation.org/our-enshrinees/andrews-frank/


7 
 

one at each end of the Canal, and over the next few months 1,400 housing units and 2 

Naval hospitals, one at Coco Solo and the other at Balboa, were begun or completed. 

 

Summer 1941 saw the start of intensive work on the development of a new naval 

operating base on the west bank at Balboa.  With further expansion impossible along the 

congested waterfront, this west bank area became the focus for the major wartime 

construction effort in the Canal Zone21. 

 

The improvements made by the 

Navy included completely 

replacing the vulnerable fuel 

supply systems, which had been 

considered an obvious target 

for an air attack. A later Part on 

vulnerabilities of the Canal will 

include details of the new 

underground storage involved, 

and information on the Trans-Panama Pipelines can be found below. 

 

1942-1944 was to see an enormous increase in the tempo of construction activity for the 

Navy, the major effort being concentrated in 3 categories – 

• fuel storage; 

• ship-repair facilities; and  

• the development of several advance bases to support distant air patrols.22  

 

 
21  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
22  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
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Further Navy Seabees23 arrived in September 1942 and December 1943 as a replacement 

for an earlier detachment, and served in the 15th Naval District.  Due to the difficulty of 

procuring civilian labour for work in outlying areas, both units were used mainly at the 

advance bases.  However, some were stationed within the Canal Zone, to operate power 

houses and perform specialised maintenance work24. 

 

1942: the dredge Gamboa awaiting 
passage through Monte Lirio Bridge for 
work on the Pipeline through Gatun 
Lake (see below).  The Gamboa was a 
sister dredge to the Cascadas and 
Paraiso dipper dredges.   Monte Lirio 
Bridge is seen preparing to lift its lift 
section and the large counterweight 

can be seen on the bridge25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In April 1942, work was started on a second graving dock adjoining the existing dock at 

Balboa, a bombproof command centre, additional housing in the district headquarters 

area, and warehouses at the supply depot. In June, a third graving dock, to adjoin the 

others at Balboa, was put under contract, and work was begun on 2 new marine railways, 

adjacent to the existing drydock at Cristobal. Meanwhile, the ammunition depots at Coco 

Solo and Balboa were enlarged, as were the facilities at the Coco Solo submarine base and 

air station and the Balboa operating base26. 

 
23  US Naval Construction Battalions.  Currently, the US Navy describes their function as providing responsive 
military construction support to Navy, Marine Corps and other forces in military operations, constructing 
base facilities and conducting defensive operations.  Seabees also perform specialised construction such as 
water well drilling and battle damage repair. 
24  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
25  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/ml2.htm  
26  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/ml2.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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The Navy established advance bases during 1942 and 1943 on Taboga Island, on the 

Galapagos Islands, at Corinto in Nicaragua, Salinas in Ecuador, as well as at Chorrera and 

Mandinga in Panama27. 

 

The Navy presence at Chorrera, about 40 miles from Balboa and on the southern side of 

the Canal, consisted of an emergency fighter airfield with hard runways.  It had been 

abandoned by the Army in 1943.  It was occupied for a short time in 1944 by the Navy, 

who set up 2 portable stick masts, together with special helium equipment to service 

blimps.  The station was officially disestablished in November 194528. 

 

THE PANAMA SEA FRONTIER 

The Panama Sea Frontier patrol and threat area covered both Pacific and Caribbean 

regions.   

 

It stretched from the Mexico/Guatemala border out to the Galapagos Islands and down to 

a point at 5◦ of latitude on the coast of South America.  On the other side, it stretched 

from the Mexico/British Honduras border to Punta de Gallinas in Colombia on the north 

coast of South America, and around 90 miles west of Aruba.   

 

In doing so, the Panama Sea Frontier encompassed the coastlines of British Honduras, 

Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama and Colombia. 

 

  

 
27  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
28  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
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EMILIA ISABEL PACHECO 

A Panamanian nurse, Lieutenant Emilia Isabel Pacheco, was part of an Infantry group that 

landed on D-Day on the beaches of Normandy.  She had been ordered to establish a 

liaison coordination point with the naval 

attack team. 

 

Joining the US Army at the age of 23, she 

trained at the Valley Forge Hospital in 

Philadelphia before sailing on the British 

troopship Arundel Castle for the UK.  

 

After the Normandy campaign she 

continued to serve in the European 

theatre to the end of the war.   

 

After the war, Pacheco returned to 

Panama with the rank of Captain.  She is said to be the only Panamanian woman to 

participate in the war. 

 

TRANS-PANAMA OIL PIPELINE29 

After the Japanese seizure of the oil fields in the Netherlands East Indies at the start of the 

Pacific War the forces there had to rely entirely on the Americas for oil deliveries to the 

Pacific theatre.  

 

Many of the US refineries supplying the fuel were located along the Gulf of Mexico and 

the US East Coast and, during Summer 1942, U-boats took a heavy toll of the tanker fleet 

in the Atlantic and the Caribbean, which, apart from the loss of oil involved, seriously 

reduced the number of fast tankers available to transport oil in the quantities needed. 

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

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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These losses were regarded as a matter of grave concern in view of the oil demands 

involved in future operations planned for the Pacific campaign.  This led to plans for the 

installation of a pipeline across the isthmus, connecting the Gatun and Arraijan tank 

farms30. 

 

The Gatun tank farm on the Atlantic side, and the Arraijan farm, on the Pacific, were 

started in February 1942, and subsequently these huge storage reservoirs, 32 miles apart, 

were connected by the pipeline which was completed in 194331.  See below for a bit more 

on these tank farms. 

 

Also known as the Trans-Isthmian Pipeline, this proposed pipeline would allow older, 

smaller, and slower tankers to be used for a shuttle service between Cristobal, the supply 

sources along the Gulf of Mexico and the huge refineries in Aruba and Curaçao.  It would 

also serve to eliminate tanker traffic through the Canal and materially speed up the 

loading and return of the large, fast tankers carrying oil into the Pacific. 

 

A contract was awarded in August 1942 for two 33-mile-long pipelines, and construction 

began in October 1942.  Despite an unduly severe rainy season, the pipelines were 

completed and used for the first time in April 1943 and, by the end of 1943 the entire 

system was completed and in full operation.  Running from Rodman to Coco Solo, it was 

originally built and maintained by the US Navy.   

 

After a year of operation, in April 1944, work began to double the capacity of the 

pipelines, with larger-diameter pipes.  The Trans-Isthmian pipeline was eventually able to 

handle a daily flow of 265,000 barrels of fuel oil, 47,000 barrels of diesel-oil and 60,000 

 
30  See Annex 2 for details of the development of the fuel storage and supply systems during the war. 
31  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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barrels of gasoline32.  The Panama Canal Company later used it.  The old pipeline still sits 

at the bottom of Gatun Lake and in the undergrowth today33. 

 

FUEL STORAGE IN THE CANAL ZONE 

In 1940, there were 2 tank farms and all Navy vessels were fuelled at the docks at Balboa 

and Cristobal, with the exception of diesel-powered craft based at Coco Solo.  One of the 

tank farms was at Balboa and the other at Mount Hope, on the Atlantic side.  Neither was 

protected against air attack and each was served by one unprotected pumping station.   

 

The Balboa tank farm was on high ground adjoining the harbour entrance channel, and its 

tanks presented an excellent target for air attack.   

 

The risk was that had these farms been destroyed it would have been impossible to refuel 

shipping in the Canal Zone.  The obvious solution to the problem was clearly to install 

underground bombproof storage tanks.34 

 

In any case, it was obvious that war would require additional fuel-handling facilities, and, 

in January 1941, the Secretary of the Navy recommended that all liquid fuel be in 

underground storage as soon as practicable35. Plans were also considered for a pipeline 

connecting both coasts in order to replace tanker shipment through the Canal (see above), 

but the difficulties and cost of construction caused that matter to be dropped until 1942, 

when the course of the war made it a project of vital urgency36.   

 

The 2 sites selected for the underground storage facilities were a 1,700-acre tract, near 

Cristobal, designated the Gatun farm (which the needs of the war was later enlarged twice 

 
32  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
33  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/mlindex.htm  
34  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
35  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
36  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/mlindex.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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in 1942-43), and an 820-acre tract near Balboa, known as the Arraijan farm.  Reserve 

storage for aviation fuel was also provided adjacent to the air station. 

 

PIPELINE ROAD 

Located only 45 minutes from Panama City, Pipeline Road is a road built along the Panama 

Canal in World War 2.  It was meant to be used to maintain a trans-isthmus pipeline to 

transport fuel from one ocean to the other in the event the Canal was attacked.   

 

However, this particular road was never used for its intended purpose.  It now is a gravel 

road which provides walking access to the 22,000 hectare (55,000 acre) of tropical 

rainforest in the Soberania National Park, and which boasts an impressive list of 525 

species of birds and is also home to 105 species of mammals.37 

 

R+R IN PANAMA 

What about R+R in Panama?   

 

Downtown Panama City became a popular spot for US servicemen during the war, and the 

block on Central Avenue across from the train station and Plaza Cinco de Mayo was the 

location of the 2 most famous cabarets in Panama City - The Happyland and Kelly's Ritz38. 

 

With US Navy ships being “dry”, sailors could get drink, watch spectacular shows, shop 

and go on horse-drawn or taxi tours of sights – including the Rio Abajo red light district39. 

 

The star performer at Kelley’s Ritz was a stripper (or “exotic dancer”) called Jade Rhodora.  

Her real name was Lou Elma Smith (see below)40.  One of her most famous performances 

was her “Beauty and the Beast” act. 

 
37  http://www.anconexpeditions.com/tours/day-tours/day-tours  However, I saw few birds and no 
mammals, but several birdwatchers, when walking the road in September 2021.  
38  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
39  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
40  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.anconexpeditions.com/tours/day-tours/day-tours
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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Accommodation built during the pre-war and wartime expansion of the defences typically 

constructed with wood framing, these structures were intended to last only a few decades 

(given the climate and termites) and, with a few exceptions, emphasis was placed on 

function rather than aesthetics.  In addition, shopping and leisure facilities had to be 

provided, including cinemas and such things as the baseball field laid out on the parade 

ground at Fort Amador41. 

 

Kelley’s Ritz nightclub on Central 

Avenue in Panama City42 

 

 

 

 

 
41  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/ 
42  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof655.htm  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof655.htm
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Panama City centre in 1943. Light blue is Central Avenue, Blue is "J" Street, green is the area of the Kelly's 

Ritz and Happyland, red is the Coconut Grove area and yellow is the location of El Rancho and the Atlas.43 

 

This poster promoted a film based on Mamie Lee Kelly, 

owner of the Kelley’s Ritz nightclub.  Located at Plaza Cinco 

de Mayo across from the train station and the centre of 

Panama nightlife. One of its customers was Cole Porter, who 

was taken there when he passed through Panama.  He later 

immortalised Mamie Lee in his musical 'Panama Hattie', 

with Ethel Merman as Hattie, which was also made into an 

MGM movie in 1942 featuring Red Skelton and Ann 

Sothern.44 

 

In Colon, there was the Coconut 

Grove club on Balboa Avenue, which 

also staged the same kind of shows 

as the nightclubs in Panama City.  

However, the term “Coconut Grove” 

is said to apply to a whole district in 

Panama City, and not just one 

club45. 

  

The Coconut Grove area  

  

 
43  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
44  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
In the film, according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters 
congregate where they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, 
and sparks fly between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs.  Adapted from 
the Broadway musical "Panama Hattie", which opened at the 46th Street Theater in New York on 30 October 
1940 and ran for 501 performances. Ethel Merman played Hattie, Betty Hutton was Flo. 
45  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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Cutting from the Baltimore Sun in 1943 about joint 
US Military Police/Shore patrol and Panamanian 
police patrols of Panama City 
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ANTI-AIRCRAFT GUNS 

The attack on Pearl Harbor showed that the Coast Artillery, despite the inclusion of the 

anti-aircraft mission, was ineffective against a mass air attack.  Pre-war anti-aircraft 

planning had been very inadequate, with few weapons allocated, and the coast defence 

guns had become almost irrelevant.  These were positioned to keep enemy ships out of a 

friendly harbour, but that was all they could accomplish.   

 

 
46  Arizona Republic, 26 June 1987:https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-
obit/ 

https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-obit/
https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-obit/
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In the Philippines, for example, although the Coast Artillery did its best, the weapons were 

poorly positioned against the direction of enemy attacks and vulnerable to air and high-

angle artillery attack 47.  

 

Typical wartime Army ID card 

 

ADVANCE BASES FOR NAVAL FLYING BOATS, PT BOATS ETC 

In 1941, recognising the relative vulnerability of the Canal, the US Navy began work on 

establishing a number of advance bases to form an outer defensive ring protecting the 

Canal. 

In January 1942, seaplane bases were begun simultaneously at the Galapagos Islands and 

the Salinas peninsula48 in Ecuador, to be followed during Spring 1942 by the establishment 

of a base for PT boats on Taboga Island, and another seaplane base at Fonseca in 

Nicaragua – though unfavourable weather conditions in the Gulf of Fonseca later led to 

this being abandoned in favour of another location in Nicaragua, at Corinto.   

 

 
47  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
48  Salinas is a peninsula on the western tip of Ecuador, fronting on Santa Elena Bay. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
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A refuelling base for seaplanes and small surface craft was installed at Puerto Castillo in 

Honduras, in November 1942, and in May 1943 a refuelling unit for US Navy naval 

landplanes was established at Barranquilla, Colombia, using the existing Soledad Airport, 

whose modernisation had previously been financed by the US Navy49. 

US Navy PBM Mariner 
patrol flying boat and 

control tower at 

Baltra50 

 

However, by 

November 1944, 

patrol operations 

were curtailed in 

the Caribbean and 

Central American 

areas, at which time these advance bases either had been or were, placed in a caretaker 

status. 

 

A later Part will provide further information on individual advance bases. 

 

The primary US Navy naval strategy in the Atlantic areas from 1942 was the destruction of 

U-Boats operating (including in the so-called Wolf Packs) in the Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean 

and the Atlantic.  This was to include the use of surface craft, aircraft and submarines 

operating from Panama.  See the previous section for more information on the battle 

against the U-boats. 

 

 
49  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
50  https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/ 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/
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A lighter-than-air (i.e. airship51) base was established by the Navy in 1944 at Mandinga, on 

the Caribbean coast, 75 miles west of Coco Solo, to use in aerial patrols of the eastern 

approaches of the Canal.  It was constructed by the Army on land leased from the 

Panamanian Government, and the airfield was transferred to the Navy in February 1944.  

It comprised 3 asphalt strips, 3,000 feet by 150 feet, which had been used by the Army as 

an emergency fighter field.  Fuel was stored in drums, and a few temporary buildings were 

set in land cleared from the jungle52. From January 1944, jungle was cleared by Seabees 

and a portable mooring mast, helium-storage building, and a small radio station were 

erected. However, in September 1944 that the blimp and its equipment was transferred 

to Barranquilla on the coast of Colombia, and the Navy vacated the site, which was 

returned to the Army53. 

 

US military (Army?) ship at the Dock in Baltra54 

 
51  Strictly speaking, being a “blimp” or non-rigid airship, lacking an internal structural frame or keel and 
relying on the pressure of their lifting gas to maintain their shape.  The iconic Goodyear blimp, as seen at 
sporting events etc in the US in a modern example of the form. 
52  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
53  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
54  https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/ 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/
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Jungle training in 
gas masks, 
November 1942 
(Photo by 
Keystone/Getty 
Images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE EFFECTS ON PANAMA 

The war had an effect on Panama in many ways (even on the side of the road that people 

could drive – see below), even though it was not directly attacked.   

 

For example, early in the war, the freighter and passenger ships belonging to the Panama 

Railroad Company were transferred to the US Navy55, with the shipping line services 

suspended until 1947 (an earlier Part dealt with the ships’ wartime service). 

 

The President Roosevelt 

 

One feature or life in the Panama and the 

Canal Zone that was definitely affected by 

increased demand during the war period 

was the ferry service across the Canal and 

at the Pacific entrance to the Canal.   

 
55  The original Panama Railroad was begun in 1847 by 3 New York entrepreneurs and opened in 1855, as 

the first transcontinental railway in the western hemisphere.  Originally initiated to take advantage of a US 
mail contract, it was then used by many hundreds of would-be goldminers making their way to take part in 
the California gold rush – both they and the mail making the journey (despite sea journeys before and after 
crossing the isthmus) faster than trying to cross the continental US. 
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In 1942, the fleet of ferries across the divide was increased to improve efficiency, having 

been a 24-hour service since 1935, and it was relocated to the Balboa area in 1932 – 

having begun with 2 ferries and making the crossing near the Pedro Miguel Locks, with a 

crossing time of 1 hour.  The ferries were built by the Canal Mechanical Division, were 

155-feet long and could carry up to 500 passengers and 50 cars.  It was the opening of the 

Bridge of the Americas in 1962 that consigned the ferries to history.56 

 

Obviously, shipping using the Canal would be one of the most tempting targets for U-

Boats (as detailed in an earlier Part).   Mines were another hazard, often being laid by U-

boats. 

 

However, in the list of US merchant ships lost to, or damaged by, mines during World War 

257, while several Panama-flagged ships were listed as being lost, only one ship was 

recorded as damaged in the region of Panama itself.   

 

In January 1943, the USS Charles Carroll (AP 58), a Crescent City Class transport (later 

reclassified in 1943 as an attack transport as APA 28), serving with the US Navy struck a 

mine off the Canal Zone and had to put into Balboa for repairs.  It had been launched in 

1942 in Maryland and, after seeing involvement in Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of 

North Africa, had been heading for the Pacific when she was damaged by the mine58.    

 

The earlier Part provides details of Panama-flag casualties to U-boat attack during the war, 

and another details of uses of the Panama Railroad’s shipping line vessels. 

 

 
56  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-ferry-canal-panama/  
57  http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html 
58  As mentioned elsewhere, the only other mine casualty in Panama waters that appears to have been 
recorded, was the loss of a locally-based tug, which struck a mine that had come loose from the protective 
minefields.  It is not clear if the Charles Carroll  was damaged by a mine laid by a U-boat (the most likely 
explanation) or a rogue one from the Canal Zone defences (like the Panamanian tug). 

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-ferry-canal-panama/
http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html
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An Executive Decree of 20 October 1941 revoked a resolution of the previous Panamanian 

administration that prohibited the arming of Panama-flagged ships. However, the State of 

Panama was not to be responsible for losses or damages suffered by the private owners 

during the period of hostilities. 
 

USS Missouri in the Miraflores Locks, Panama Canal, October 

1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FORCING A SWITCH TO DRIVING ON THE RIGHT 

Amazingly, the question of which side of the road one must drive on was not settled until 

during World War 2. 

 

Originally, before the ingress of large numbers of motor cars, carriages had tended to 

drive on the left – this being said to be due to many coachmen coming from British 

colonies in the Caribbean.  When cars began to appear, driving on the left continued, 

although nearly all cars came from the US – and so had the steering wheel was on the 

wrong side.  However, when cars were relatively few, traffic light and roads small it 

seemed of less importance. 
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By 1936 a drive was being made to force traffic to drive on the right (despite objections 

from bus owners, whose vehicles would have doors on the wrong side).  Attempts 

continued into the war period – but then the greatly increased traffic, especially military 

and with drivers from the US and used to driving on the right, forced the issue59. 

 

After some false starts, zero day was to be 15 April 1943.  The change was heavily trailed 

beforehand in the newspapers and the police were given special training.  Then, at 0500 

on zero day, a siren sounded, and everything changed60. 

 

Left: Street scene of the 1930s showing traffic on the left, and a tram. 
Right: Panamanian traffic policeman on Central Avenue near Santa Ana Plaza 

 

The press reported that the only ones that experienced any difficulty were the draught 

horses pulling wagons, which refused to change to the other side of the 

streets.  Apparently, the animals could not understand why they were not permitted to 

continue walking on the side they had always used.61 

 

THE END OF THE TRANSVIAS (TRAMCARS) 

The much-loved tramcars ended their service at midnight on 31 May 1941.  Increased 

motor traffic, private, commercial and later military, provided competition and clogged 

 
59  This has echoes of the situation in Czechoslovakia, where they drove on the left until the Nazi invasion, 
when a change was forced (as you cannot argue with a panzer…). 
60  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-manejo-izquierda/  
61  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-22  

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-manejo-izquierda/
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-22
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the streets.  In 1941, the Panamanian Government passed a Law which suspended 

services, but the suspension was actually to be the end of the service altogether62. 

 

 

  
Bob Hope and Frances Langford 
entertaining patients at the Coco Solo 
Naval Hospital, 9 March 1944. 
Entertainers are (left to right): Frances 
Langford, Vera Vague, Jerry Colonna, 
Bob Hope, Tony Romano. Also present 

is Wendell Niles63 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FEELINGS ABOUT PUERTO RICAN TROOPS 

One interesting sidelight on the attitude of the Panamanian government during the war 

was its reluctance to accept, without at least prior screening, US troops coming from 

Puerto Rico.   

 

 
62  You can still see the tramlines in the roadways of the old Panama City Casco Viejo. 
63 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html
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At the start of 1943 there were approximately 17,000 Puerto Ricans in the US Army, 

including the 65th Infantry Regiment, and all of them were stationed either in Puerto Rico 

itself or in the US Virgin Islands64.   

 

Puerto Rican troops had, in fact, already served in Panama during an earlier war.  In May 

1917, the Porto Rico Regiment was sent to Panama for the defence of the Canal Zone65. 

 

The question of the use of Puerto Rican troops displayed racial sensitivities in Panama.  

Puerto Rican troops were increasingly being sought to supplant forces being removed 

from the Caribbean Defense Command and the increased use of Puerto Rican troops 

exposed an attitude toward these troops that would not be compatible with modern 

sensitivities.    

 

Although all involved acknowledged that they were US citizens, it was felt that they were 

lacking in “mental, tactical and technical ability” as well as in proficiency in English.  The 

requirements for the Puerto Rican troops were that they be at least 8th grade graduates, 

speak English, be above the minimum weight and height levels, and receive a rating of 

Class 3 or higher on the Army General Classification Test (the AGCT was an early means for 

attempting the assessment of intelligence or other abilities).   

 

Nevertheless, by the end of 1943, a great portion of the coast artillery in Panama was 

made up of Puerto Rican troops who served with distinction.   

 

Among the various objections to using Puerto Ricans in the Caribbean Defense Command 

that were sometimes put forth, there was perhaps one legitimate reason - reasons of 

 
64  Interestingly, in 1917 the US had hurriedly acquired the Danish Virgin Islands, to counter a possible flaw in 
the canal's defences, by ensuring they were not obtained by Imperial Germany.  The US paid $25 million in 
gold.  President Woodrow Wilson and his Secretary of State Robert Lansing had feared that 
Germany might annex Denmark and then be launch attacks the islands.  
65  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/  

https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/


27 
 

diplomacy with other Caribbean nations (e.g. “the use of Puerto Rican troops in Cuba is 

entirely out of the question” due to possible racial animosities between the peoples of 

Cuba and Puerto Rico). 

 

A PBM-3S Mariner flying boat at a pier in 
San Blas 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

P-39N Airacobra fighters of 32nd Fighter 

Squadron in Panama66 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When the US War Department proposed to send the 65th Infantry Regiment to Panama as 

a replacement for Continental US troops that were to be withdrawn for service in the 

Pacific, the Panamanian Government insisted on a careful screening of the unit - despite 

the fact that it was a Regular Army regiment and was to be stationed within the Canal 

Zone.  

 
66  https://ww2aircraft.net/forum/threads/carribbean-panama-canal-32nd-fighter-squadron-p-39s.35563/ 

https://ww2aircraft.net/forum/threads/carribbean-panama-canal-32nd-fighter-squadron-p-39s.35563/
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However, the performance of the regiment led the US War Department to decide upon a 

general replacement of Continental US troops not only in Panama, but in the bases on 

British islands in the Caribbean as well, at least to the extent permitted by the availability 

of trained Puerto Rican units.  Eventually, it was hoped, 20,000 Puerto Rican troops could 

be made available67.  By the end of 1943 nearly 5,000 Puerto Rican soldiers were based in 

Panama. 

 

The 65th Infantry Regiment was a segregated Hispanic unit made up primarily of Puerto 

Ricans, and it was sent to Panama in 1943, and by 1944, being later sent to Europe, where 

it participated in the battles of Naples-Fogis, Rome-Arno, central Europe and Rhineland 

and suffered 23 soldiers killed in action.68  It used the nickname of “Borinqueneers”, a 

combination of the original name of Puerto Rico (Borinquen) and the word buccaneers69. 

 

The 295th and 296th Infantry Regiments followed the 65th Infantry Regiment to Panama in 

1944.70  The 296th returned to Puerto Rico in 1945 and the 295th in February 1946, and 

both were deactivated later in 194671. 

 

1943 AND AFTER 

By January 1943 it was apparent that any immediate threat to the Canal had diminished 

(although, ironically, the planned Japanese submarine-based attack, detailed in an 

another Part, was still under consideration at the time), with the U-boat threat less and 

the Japanese military and naval forces busy far away across the Pacific.  By this time, the 

peak strength of some 67,000 air and ground forces of the Panama Canal Department had 

 
67  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm  
68  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/  
69  https://www.latinbusinesstoday.com/honor-and-fidelity-the-65th-infantry-regiment/  
70  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/  
71  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/ 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.latinbusinesstoday.com/honor-and-fidelity-the-65th-infantry-regiment/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
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been reached, and the major construction projects were completed or nearing 

completion.   

 

By early 1943 (and ironically, given that 1943 was to see that start of the decline in activity 

in the region), the major features at each base designed to defend the Caribbean and the 

Canal had been completed and were being fully used by the occupying forces; but, with 

the reduction in the threat and reducing involvement of the region in the war all except 

the major installations at Trinidad, San Juan in Puerto Rico, Guantanamo, and the Canal 

Zone were reduced to a restricted or caretaker status by the fall of 194472. 

 

The blackout in Panama was partially lifted in April 1943 (with, for example, streetlights 

remaining on until 2300) and, by January 1944, 38,751 of the forces previously on the 

strength of the Department had been redeployed, some outpost installations were 

abandoned, and heavy artillery batteries began to be deactivated.  In September 1944, 

the Caribbean Defense Command reverted to a pre-war alert status.   

 

By early 1945, forces in Canal Zone were submitting plans for postwar scenarios, and by or 

during 1945 many defensive emplacements had been abandoned or removed73. 

 

As said, 1943 appears to have been the time of the turning of the tide, at least insofar as 

the Caribbean Defense Command and the threats and active involvement of the Panama 

region in the conflict were concerned.  1942 had been arguably the busiest year for the 

CDC and its assigned area of responsibility as an active theatre of war.  Although defence 

of the Canal remained the top priority for the CDC, the need to protect both military and 

commercial shipping had become the major concern around this time74.   

 

 
72  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
73  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
74  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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Under the US Army's RAINBOW 575 plan as revised to November 1941, it was specified 

that the Continental USA defence commands should operate in wartime under Defense 

Category B.  This then meant that they might be subjected to minor attacks.  Army activity 

under this category would have been limited to a partial manning of harbour defence 

installations.   

 

However, as soon as accurate news of the extent of the damage at Pearl Harbor was 

known it was decided that the Pacific coast must operate under the higher Category C.  

Category C areas were those in which minor attacks were anticipated "in all probability," 

and required a full installation and manning of harbour defences and the provision of 

other ground and of air defence forces in accordance with strengths available and the 

immediate outlook along the particular frontier.   

 

The Continental US frontiers remained under Category C until April 1943, but during 

December 1941 both East and West Coasts - and during the first half of 1942 the West 

Coast in particular – had received attention well beyond what Category C specifications 

required76. 

 

In Panama, in April 1943, the Canal Defense Category was downgraded from Defense 

Category “C” to “B” status, with a corresponding reduction in the number of patrol tracks 

expected to be flown each day77.  

 

 
75  The 5 Rainbow plans officially replaced the colour-named war plans of the 1920s and 1930s in 1939 
(including Plan Orange, which anticipated war with Japan – see below).  Rainbow 5, which was destined to 
be the basis for US strategy, assumed that the US was allied with Britain and France and provided for 
offensive operations by US forces in Europe, Africa, or both: 
https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up  
76 United States Army in World War II: The Western Hemisphere, Guarding the United States and Its 

Outposts by Stetson Conn, Rose C. Engelman, and Byron Fairchild (Center of Military History, US Army), 
1961: https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-4.html  
77  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-4.html
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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Throughout the entire course of the war the 6th Air Force based in Panama had engaged in 

only 2 combat engagements against U-boats in the Caribbean, damaging one in July 1942 

and sinking another in August 1942.  The bulk of its patrol operations were conducted 

without major contact with the enemy, and its war passed relatively quietly in and around 

Panama.78 

 

The lack of activity in the Caribbean led to the Caribbean Defense Command being 

downgraded repeatedly and restructured several times throughout 1943.  It had a new 

commanding general (USAAF General Andrews, see above) from the end of 1942, and this 

new commander spent much of his time working on political-military relations with Latin 

American nations rather than purely operational issues79.  Toward the end of 1943, the 

Command had already begun functioning as a more of a bureaucratic entity than a purely 

military one. 

 

In May 1943, 3 of the separate sub-commands of the CDC were merged and the 6th Air 

Force was then split roughly in half with one portion being placed under the Antilles 

Department and becoming Antilles Air Command.  It was also considered possible to 

eliminate the long-distance striking force of the CDC (meaning its parachute troops and 

airborne infantry), as they had never been needed, and with the end of the war clearly in 

sight and with Axis aggression in the region either receding or never having materialised, it 

did not appear they ever would be during the conflict80. 

 

The submarine base at Coco Solo was disestablished in 1944.  Then, in June 1944 the 10th 

Fleet itself was dissolved, and the Chief of Naval Operations directed that all Lend-Lease 

bases in the Caribbean, except Trinidad, be put on caretaker status.  Gradually other bases 

and installations in the Caribbean region were also downgraded - by VE Day no enemy 

 
78  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
79  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
80  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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forces had threatened the area at all for over 10 months and, from VE to VJ Day 

reductions and deactivations continued at an even faster pace. 

 

In 1943–44, with most of the new defences completed, the numerous older weapons of 

were retired or scrapped81.  In 1944, about two-thirds of the proposed new batteries had 

been completed and, in any case, most practical naval threats to the Canal had been 

neutralised or removed, and hence work on new batteries was halted, and the larger guns 

removed, with the Coastal Artillery units reduced in size (regiments being broken down 

into battalions).  By 1948, almost all of the harbour gun defences had been scrapped and, 

with only its anti-aircraft mission remaining, the Coastal Artillery was disestablished in 

195082. 

 

The changes in the gun defences of the Canal Zone might be illustrated by those that took 

place at Fort Amador, on the breakwater formed from linked islands and used to defend 

the Pacific entrance to the Canal.  Initially armed with 2 batteries, each with 2 x 6-inch 

artillery pieces capable of being withdrawn under cover, these batteries (named Birnie 

and Smith) were begun in 1913 and completed in 1917.  The 6-inch guns remained in 

place until 1943, when they were removed and the structures that had housed them were 

buried.  A battery equipped with 90mm guns replaced the 6-inch guns, intended for use 

against motor torpedo boats83.  These were subsequently removed in 1948, and the site 

buried over. 

 

Despite the fight against the U-boats (and the risks from malaria), in many ways, service in 

Panama during World War 2 was one of the safest overseas deployments one could hope 

for.  However, there was always the chance of an accident or other mishap occurring.  For 

 
81  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
82  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
83  AMTB (Anti-Motor Torpedo Boat) Batteries - complete AMTB batteries were composed of 2 x 90 mm M1 

guns on fixed M3 mounts, 2 x 90 mm M1 guns on mobile M1 mounts and 2 x 37 mm (later 40 mm) 
automatic guns but some AMTB would not be completely armed with full complement of the mobile guns.  

Many positions were armed only with mobile guns (some 90 mm, but mostly 37 mm sections).83 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
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example, on 19 August 1942, the tug Alhajuela was struck by a US Navy seaplane and 

burst into flames.  6 Panama Canal employees were killed in that accident and 8 of the 10-

man crew of the seaplane also perished. The tug was towed to Mt. Hope dry dock and 

rebuilt, and returned to service 9 months later. 

 

In another incident, in 1943 the tug Chagres struck a submerged mine in the Pacific 

entrance and sank.  The captain and 7 crewmen perished, but the chief engineer and 6 

others were rescued.  

 

In September 1944, the 6th Air Force told USAAF headquarters that it only had 161 fighters 

and, with an attrition rate of 5 per month, its capabilities were falling well short of its 189 

aircraft of its intended strength.  It therefore requested that replacements be sent sooner.  

There appeared to be numerous problems and delays, however, and large-scale deliveries 

of the intended Lockheed P-38 Lightning fighters do not appear to have taken place until 

April 1945, i.e. very close to the end of the war, with over 120 arrived in April.   

 

Thus, by April, the 6th Air Force was 33 aircraft over its intended strength (now 186), with 

the commanding general asking for the movement of fighters to (and from) the command 

to ceases, as it was causing problems with maintenance and supplies.  By June 1945, 6th 

Air Force had 199 P-3884. 

 

With the end of the war, the head of the USAAF announced that aircraft would be cut 

back and that the P-38 would be phased out by November 1945.  Hence, by late 1945, 127 

had been removed from the 6th Air Force inventory – with some sold to Venezuela and 

Nicaragua, as well as to a company and a few private individuals. It was said that a check 

 
84https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&
isAllowed=y 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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would be conducted to see if they were needed in another part of the country. If not, they 

could be disposed of immediately.85 

 

Troop strength in Panama rose from 13,451 in 1939 to 31,400 by the time of Pearl Harbor 

in December 1941.  Garrison strength was up to 66,619 by January 194386.  Panama 

garrison strength reaching 39,000 by the end of December, and growing to 47,600 by the 

end of January 1942.  From a peak of 119,000, Army forces had dropped to 91,000 by the 

end of 1943. When the war in Europe ended in May 1945, Caribbean Defense Command 

strength was down to 67,500.87 

 Typical Chivas minibus 

 

 
85  
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&is
Allowed=y 
86  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
87  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
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