
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 24 – MORE ABOUT ADVANCE BASES ON THE GALAPAGOS ISLANDS AND IN 

NICARAGUA AND COLOMBIA 

 

Navy flying boats and Army landplanes used the Galapagos Islands as a patrol base, and 

South Seymour (or Battra) Island was selected as a base.  

 

The island iwa low, dry, barren, and volcanic, covered with from 2 to 4 feet of rocky soil, 

from which grows only sparse vegetation. It was necessary to import all materials, water, 

and provisions, as well as Ecuadorian labour.  The naval seaplane base, at Aeolian Cove, on 

the western side of the island, contained anchorage space in which refuelling ships could 

be hidden1. 

 

In December 1941, 5 days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Navy rushed a token force 

of 36 men aboard a British tramp steamer, to the Galapagos Islands to establish a 

refuelling depot for patrol aircraft and, a few days later, seaplanes were being refuelled by 

hand pumps from a motor launch2. 

 
1  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
2  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
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In January 1942, Ecuador granted permission to proceed with essential construction in 

Ecuador (Salinas and Galapagos Islands), with specific agreements to be signed after Lend-

Lease details had been settled3.  Initially, the Salinas peninsula was scheduled to be a base 

for patrol boats; but it was changed to a seaplane refuelling base before construction was 

completed, and it was developed into a naval auxiliary air facility, servicing and housing a 

complete patrol squadron. Aviation activities were removed in May 1944, leaving an 

emergency refuelling unit with rescue boat service4. 

 

The initial base that the US Navy established in Nicaragua was the Fonseca advance base, 

intended to be the northern terminus for patrols to and from the Galapagos Island, and 

was first set up on the shores of the Gulf of Fonseca at Money Penny Anchorage in Spring 

1942.  

 

However, having been surveyed during the calm season, proved too rough for seaplanes 

for the remainder of the year, and the activity was transferred to Corinto5. 

 

Ships bringing supplies to the Fonseca base had to anchor more than a mile from shore, 

and unload their cargo using lighters, which were emptied manually. Transportation was 

limited to air, water, or horseback, with no road or railway facilities being available.  It was 

a 40-mile journey by boat to Port Morazon, where train services were available to 

Managua, the capital.  It was maintained as an emergency landing base until October 

1943, when it was decommissioned.6 

 

Corinto was established by the US Navy as a base on the western coast of Nicaragua, 

about 1,000 miles from Balboa intended to accommodate 2 squadrons of patrol aircraft 

 
3  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
4  It was eventually handed by to Ecuadorian authorities in February 1946: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
5  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
6  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
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and 2 squadrons of PT boats (although none were to be based there, as it transpired).  

Although a Navy facility it was defended by an Army coastal artillery unit.  Nearly all of the 

land used for the seaplane base was on former mudflats, mangrove swamps and 

reclaimed shore. 

 

It had excellent harbour and docking facilities, a deep-water anchorage and dock– 

together with a railway siding, commercial warehouses and fuel tanks.  It became a 

sizeable operation, with good facilities for both aircraft and ships, as well as 

accommodation and a 22-bed dispensary and surgery. 

 

The air facility was established in September 1942 (being begun by a civilian contractor), 

with patrol observation aircraft stationed there from January 1943.  Construction work 

was completed (be Seabees) during 19437. 

 

There was also an Army base, situated on Corinto Island (Isla Cardon), which was begun by 

contractors in late 1943 and completed by the Seabees, who continued to supply it until 

May 19448. 

 

However, full use was never made of the facilities at Corinto.  At most, only 1½ squadrons 

of patrol bombers were based there from Autumn 1943 to Spring 1944. When the 

squadron base was moved to the Galapagos Islands, a few observation aircraft remained 

and 2 patrol aircraft made daily reconnaissance flights to the Galapagos Islands.  

Nevertheless, until the end of hostilities, Corinto continued to supply numerous small 

naval units with diesel oil, water, and fresh provisions, but it saw a gradual reduction in 

use, and by Spring 1944 the aircraft units and Army had been withdrawn and surplus 

equipment transferred to Balboa.  In June 1946, the naval air station was disestablished 

and all fixed installations were turned over the Nicaraguan government 9. 

 
7  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
8  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
9  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
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A blimp – a US Navy Airship on convoy 
duty in the Western Atlantic.  Note the 
flag flying from the blimp's stern10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barranquilla in Colombia served as a naval base for aerial patrol by both landplanes and 

lighter-than-air craft (i.e blimps) operating over the Caribbean shipping lanes leading to 

the Canal and to the Colombian oil ports11. 

 

The airport was shared by the US Navy and Pan American and was the property of 

Aerovias Nationales de Colombia (Avianca).  It lay inland from the Caribbean, along the Rio 

Magdalena, 6 miles south of Barranquilla and just south of the town of Soledad and the 

prevailing trade winds at this location are so strong as to render light construction 

undesirable.  

 

In August 1944, equipment was transferred from the blimp base at Mandinga in Panama.  

Up to the time that expansion was completed in October 1944 the facilities were fully 

used and, the following month, patrol operations in the Atlantic were curtailed, and both 

landplane and blimp detachments were withdrawn. The base then continued on a 

maintenance status until its disestablishment in March 194512. 

 
10 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-428000/80-G-428465.html  
11  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
12  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
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