
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 9 – THE CANAL AND THE EXPANSION OF US ACTIVITY PRIOR TO PEARL HARBOR AND 

JUST AFTER 

 

As is explained elsewhere, in 1939, in the light of the worsening world situation (and the 

realisation of the critical condition of US defences in general), a plan was approved that 

included for Panama a commitment to rapidly complete planned defensive installations, 

improvements to the security of the Canal and an enlargement of its locks (to allow the 

passage of larger vessels), although the later element was subsequently dropped. 

 

The new plans described the Canal as the keystone to the defence of the Western 

Hemisphere, and it was intended to have the greatest air power strength of any of the 

overseas bases meant to defend the Western Hemisphere, to prevent both direct attacks on 

the Canal (from the sea) and the establishment of hostile airbases within striking distance of 

the Canal. 

 

Also in 1939, there were concerns that the Pacific approach to the Canal lacked the islands 

that could provide the sort of screen affording the chance of early warning of an attack 

force heading towards the Canal – as was the case on the Caribbean side. 

 

A considerable difficulty faced in the expansion of the defences was that, in both the Canal Zone and 

Panama as a whole, there was no industry to speak of, almost no construction equipment, and a 



shortage of skilled workmen.  The only manufactured items that engineers could count upon 

acquiring locally were structural clay products, principally brick and tiles1. 

 

A US Army review recommended extending the Canal’s defences westwards into the Pacific.  

It was suggested that the Galapagos Islands, about 1,000 miles south-west from Balboa port 

(and belonging to Ecuador2) could be used as an advanced airbase and warning station.  Also 

considered were the Cocos Islands, about 500 miles west of Balboa (and belonging to Costa 

Rica3) – while these were small and lacked a good harbour, it was thought they could 

accommodate an aircraft early warning station.  Then there was Clipperton Island, 

essentially a rock, 2,000 miles to the north-west of Panama and which was French territory.    

 

However, in the 1930s the War Department felt unable to recommend or urge that the 

proposals to acquire these protective bases be pursued4, and President Roosevelt had 

decided that the acquisition of any territory belonging to the other American Republics 

would not be in the public interest5.  Under the new 1936 Treaty with Panama, which 

replaced the original 1903 Treaty governing relations between Panama and the US (but only 

came into effect in 1939, due to political resistance and opposition from the military), it was 

agreed that, in all matters relating to the operation, maintenance, sanitation and protection 

of the Canal, the two countries would proceed on a partnership basis, and that they had a 

joint and vital interest which would cause them to consult together and adopt by common 

accord the measures necessary to protect that common interest6. 

 

 
1  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
Note that a well-known (if apocryphal) story is that red roofs are so common in Panama after President Arias 
had the roofs of houses outside the Canal Zone painted that colour, so that any attacking Germans would 
know not to bomb them.  It may be more likely that painting metal roofs red is to make them match the red 
roof tiles commonly used, including in traditional “Spanish colonial” type buildings. 
2  The proposal that the US acquire both the Galapagos and Cocos Islands had been put forward as long before 
as 1917.  In 1939, 2 Resolutions came before Congress recommending purchase of the Galapagos and Cocos 
Islands, which in 1938 it had been rumoured that Ecuador was willing to sell the Galapagos Islands. 
3  Ibid. 
4  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  
5  This was a result of President Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy of 1933 which emphasised cooperative 
relations with the countries of Latin America.  For example, the 1936 revisions to the original Treaty with 
Panama saw the US surrendering many rights, including the right of the US Army to intervene in Panamanian 
affairs (as it had done since 1912) to restore civil order or ensure fair elections. 
6  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 

https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467


In fact, the situation for the Atlantic end of the Canal improved considerably in June 1940 

with the acquisition by the US of bases in bases in Jamaica, Antigua, St. Lucia, Trinidad7 and 

in British Guiana.  In exchange for 50 old US Navy destroyers which had been 

recommissioned into the US Navy in 1939-40, in a move probably more symbolic than of 

real practical effect, were transferred to the Royal Navy in exchange for 99-year leases to 

establish US bases on British possessions in the Western Hemisphere.  These bases were to 

form parts of the ring of defences guarding the Atlantic end of the Canal - Antigua, British 

Guiana, Jamaica, St Lucia, Bermuda, Trinidad – plus numerous US Navy, USAAC, US Marine 

and Army bases and detachments in Newfoundland8. 

 

Map of 1940 shows 
how a shield 
against attack from 
both the Atlantic 
and Pacific would 
be formed around 
the Panama Canal 
by the new US and 
proposed bases on 
Cocos and 
Galapagos Islands 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With the changed environment in the lead up to the war, and before the end of 1941, an 

agreement with Ecuador saw permission obtained for the US to build bases in the Galapagos 

Islands9.  At the same time, negotiations for similar bases in Ecuador and Peru10 were under 

 
7  Base rights in Trinidad were an important element of the bases for the “bases for destroyers” deal with the 
UK in 1940, the justification for these facilities being coverage of the southern routes through the Caribbean 
islands toward the Panama Canal. 
8   http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm 
9  Ecuador had lost a little-remembered war with Peru in July 1941, with Peru occupying parts of its territory 
into 1942 (with the dispute only being finally settled by a definitive peace agreement in 1998): 
https://www.historyguy.com/Ecuador-Peru_War_of_1941.html  
10  The first B-17 Army bombers arrived from Panama in January 1942; a joint Army/Navy base being built at 
Salinas in Ecuador. 

http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm
https://www.historyguy.com/Ecuador-Peru_War_of_1941.html


way, and a squadron of Army bombers had begun operating from airfields in Guatemala11.  

In this way, a semi-circle of defence similar to that provided in the Caribbean was to be 

constructed in the Pacific12.  The attack on Pearl Harbor hastened developments, as Ecuador 

became concerned for the security of its islands but, as facilities had to be constructed from 

scratch, it was May 1942 before the first US Army bombers reached the base in the 

Galapagos. 

 

See below for more information on the advance bases, including those in the Galapagos 

Islands. 

 

1939 had seen the Republic of Panama change its status from that of being a protectorate 

of the US, with the ratification by the US Senate of the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty13.  This Treaty 

had made certain concessions in the operation of the Canal, gave up the US right of 

territorial acquisition in Panama and increased the annual annuity paid to Panama.  It was 

also intended to give Panamanian merchants access to passing ships and allow Panamanians 

free transit across the Canal Zone, an ancillary note promised equal employment treatment 

of Panamanian and US nationals.  It has to be said that the US military had opposed most of 

these measures and fought ratification by the US Senate. 

 

GALAPAGOS AND “THE ROCK” 

 

Base Beta on the Galapagos Islands – which was nicknamed “The 

Rock” by US military personnel – was a US base established to 

protect the western access to the Canal.  Because of its flat 

landscape and geographic location at the centre of the archipelago, 

South Seymour Island (Baltra) was chosen, and construction began 

in 1942. 

 

 
11  The first Army B-18 bombers were operating from Guatemala City by the end of December 1941, a small 
military force arriving the next month. 
12  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch13.htm  
13  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-
treaty-1936   

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch13.htm
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936


Within months, Base Beta had 2 airstrips and 200 buildings, including barracks, offices, 

hangars, a cinema and beer garden.  Once construction was complete, the base became 

home to more than 2,400 servicemen, including a heavy bombardment squadron, a 

reinforced infantry company, a coastal artillery battery, a seacoast searchlight platoon, 

and an airbase detachment.   

 

It is said that morale was low at the base - it was hot and barren, and the men had next 

to nothing to do in their free time, spending much of their time deep-sea fishing, and 

keeping wild goats as pets – and so tours of duty were limited to just 6 months. 

 

The US also had installations on the island of San Cristobal, and airstrips were begun but 

subsequently abandoned on 2 other islands. 

 

The Ecuadorian National Assembly had resolved that their national interests required the US 

to leave Ecuadorian territory after the war and, in November 1945, the US was asked to 

vacate Salinas on the Ecuadorean coast, but it was eager to acquire a 99-year lease on 

existing bases in the Galapagos Islands which it saw as necessary for the future defence of 

the region.  Initial negotiations in 1944 had centred around the US granting Ecuador several 

loans for improvements in return, but US planners considered the continued US presence as 

beneficial to Ecuador in itself, and felt the bases should simply be seen as Ecuador’s 

contribution to regional defence.   

 

Acolian Cove 

 

The impasse eventually led the 

Ecuadorian government to simply 

request that US forces leave the 

islands.  There followed a dismantling 

and destruction of facilities and 

equipment and, when finally removing 

its personnel in 1946, the US took with 



it several water barges and equipment without which the Ecuadorians were unable to 

maintain the base leading them to eventually close it down for good.   

 

The whole incident soured diplomatic relations between the 2 countries for the next 

decade, and served as a warning of the necessity to deal with matters not only through a 

military mindset, but also a diplomatic one14. 

 

 

 

 

US Army airbase in Baltra, Galapagos islands during World War 2  
(Photo by: US Army via Wikipedia Commons) 

 
14  https://www.galapagosislands.com/blog/galapagos-islands-during-second-world-war/ 

https://www.galapagosislands.com/blog/galapagos-islands-during-second-world-war/


 

Control tower and operations building 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When war broke out in Europe in 1939, an Executive Order had placed the commanding 

general of the Army’s Panama Canal Department in charge of all civilian and military 

activities in the Canal Zone, including the Canal.  Later that same month, a meeting of Latin 

American nations was held in Panama, organised by the US, resulted in the Declaration of 

Panama15, one outcome of which was the creation of a 300-mile Neutrality Zone around all 

North, Central and South American territory16.   

 

Due to the fears of sabotage, security at the Canal, and particularly the locks, had been 

stepped up and, from Summer 1941, Army guards were placed on vessels in transit through 

the Canal17, and aircraft defences and harbour defence troops put on alert. 

 

By 31 December 1940, the Panama Canal Department troop numbers were approximately 

27,85018.  However, it should be noted that new troops entering the region also had to be 

conditioned and trained in both the logistics of defending the region and surviving in a 

tropical climate before becoming of use (see below for comments re the effects of disease 

and illness on forces in the Canal Zone). 

 
15  Aka The Pact of Panama. 
16  Of course, only the US had the capability of patrolling and seeking to enforce the Neutrality Zone – 
something illustrated by the British pursuit of the German warship Graf Spee into the River Platte in 1939.  
Later the US was to extend its patrolling to mid-Atlantic, and then to Iceland, effectively escorting convoys and 
inevitably getting into confrontations, and combat, with German U-Boats. 
17  These would later in the war be replaced by US Marines. 
18  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

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


 

 

 

AIR DEFENCES OF THE CANAL ZONE 

As mentioned elsewhere, it was said that prior to 1939 the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) had 

maintained in the Canal Zone as many aircraft and aircrew as its limited appropriations 

would allow, but that the equipment was generally “outmoded” and “was of doubtful value 

in protecting the Canal”.   

 



It was also said that “The ability of the 19th Wing to provide effective air defense of the 

Panama Canal during the thirties was, at best, questionable…”, and General Brett, arriving 

to take command of the Wing in 1936, found the unit in a “deplorable condition”, with the 

air force “obsolete, antiquated and of practically no value of the defense of the Canal Zone 

against modern, up-to-date weapons, either ground or air19”.  Except for a small number of 

B-10B bombers (soon to become effectively obsolescent themselves, certainly by the time 

of Pearl Harbor), it was said that “all aircraft were outmoded and obviously had been sent to 

the Canal Zone after having been replaced by modern aircraft in tactical units in the United 

States”20. 

 

However, President Roosevelt had expressed an interest in the air defence of the Canal 

Zone in 1935 and had requested a report from USAAC, explaining why there were no 

modern aircraft types in the Canal Zone21.  The report found that the whole of the USAAC 

had suffered from severe shortages due to lack of funds 1930-35 and, although the Canal 

Zone had been given a high priority in the reequipment programme, new types required 

extensive testing in the US and it was the policy of the War Department to equip the (newly-

formed) GHQ Air Force in the US before overseas establishments22. 

 

Nevertheless, little improvement was noted by 1938, with an identified need for more cargo 

aircraft and amphibious aircraft for air-sea rescue.  By 1939, the provision of adequate air 

defences had become a growing matter of concern for the USAAC, as well as for the 

commanders in the area.  The 19th Wing was operating at reduced strength due to a lack of 

replacements23.  Outside the main airfields, only 4 of the outlying “emergency fields”24 (of 

nearly 40 then theoretically available) were considered suitable for use even by the 

antiquated P-26A Peashooter fighters, never mind the more modern B-10 bombers25.  A 

 
19  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
20  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
21  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
22  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
23  It had a book establishment in 1939 of 75 officers and 1,390 other ranks. 
24  At Jaque, David, Pocri and Rio Hato. 
25  Both types by 1939 were obsolescent at best – the open cockpit, fixed-gear and poorly-armed P-26A 
“Peashooter” was effectively obsolete.  The newer and heavier types promised would be likely be unable to 
operate from the small, unimproved landing fields. 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


request for funds for improvements for no less than 10 of the outlying emergency landing 

fields resulted in only $5,000 being allocated for the entire project26. 

 

Pilots of the 37th Pursuit Group, Albrook Field, Panama, 1941 in 

front of a Boeing P-26. 

 

At the start of 1939, the 19th Wing had approximately 70 

aircraft: 28 twin-engine B-10B bombers, 14 A-17 2-seat 

attack aircraft; 24 P-26A fighters and a handful of (even 

more obsolete) P-12E and P-12F27 biplane fighters28.  By June 1939, the B-10 had been 

replaced by 30 of (slightly more modern) B-18 Bolo bombers29, and the P-12 biplanes 

replaced by the much better P-36A Hawk monoplane fighters30.  At least by this time, the US 

Navy was also employing the 36 PBY Catalina flying boats of VP-3 squadron from its base at 

Coco Solo, thus providing a useful long-range patrol capability (the USAAC then lacking 

suitable, long-range types). 

 Boeing P-12E at Albrook Field31 

 

 

The fact was that in the pre-war 

period overseas stations such as 

the Canal Zone were poorly or 

inadequately equipped - despite a 

little over one-third of the Army’s 

 
26  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
27  As USAAC units in the Continental USA received the more modern PB-2, P-35, and P-36 fighters, it had 
begun transferring P-26A to overseas garrisons. The Philippine Department received the first, early in 1937, 
followed in turn by the Hawaiian and Panama Canal Departments.  The P-26A was effectively obsolete even 
then: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/23/2001330114/-1/-1/0/AFD-100923-007.pdf 
28  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
29  The B-18 was the replacement for the B-10 and was based on the DC.2 airliner (the DC.2 was the progenitor 
of the legendary DC.3/C-47 Dakota transport).  By 1940 it was already probably obsolescent itself and saw no 
use in the bombing role in any major combat theatre, although it did see use for training, transportation and 
(as in Panama) for anti-submarine patrol. 
30  Although a vast improvement on the P-26, the P-36 would prove unable to hold its own against the better 
fighters deployed by the Axis forces during the war.  The design, with its radial engine replaced by a more 
streamlined liquid-cooled one, formed the basis of the P-40, which saw extensive service through World War 2 
(but latterly chiefly in ground support roles, having been overtaken, even by 1941, by better designs such as 
the Spitfire, Me 109 and Zero). 
31  http://www.topedge.com/panels/aircraft/sites/kopack/bw1.html  

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/23/2001330114/-1/-1/0/AFD-100923-007.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
http://www.topedge.com/panels/aircraft/sites/kopack/bw1.html


total combat squadrons being situated in such stations32.  Of the 3 overseas departments, Hawaii 

had the strongest air component, but even there the fighter and attack squadrons flew obsolete P-

26A fighters and obsolescent A-12 attack bombers, types no longer used in GHQ Air Force in the 

Continental US.  The Panama Canal Department was less well-equipped, having 1 bombardment, 2 

reconnaissance, 1 attack, and 2 pursuit squadrons – with, as we have seen, their equipment 

consisting of B-18, P-26A, and A-12. 33 

 

Another complaint of the USAAC in the Canal Zone at this time was that it claimed that only 

around 10% of the flying time could be said to be training for the air units, with much of the 

rest being taken up with providing simulated observation (e.g. artillery spotting) and attack 

missions for the Canal defences, target-towing, familiarisation flights for ground force 

officers etc. 

 

However, following a visit by the commander of the USAAC, General Arnold, in the Summer 

of 1939 there were signs of the promised expansion and improvement for 19th Wing, with a 

plan proposed by General Arnold having been approved by the War Department.  The plan 

included improvements to airfields, new equipment and units, and a greatly increased 

establishment. 

 

In September 1939, with war having broken out in Europe and the Canal Zone placed under 

military control, an Executive Order imposed restrictions in what was termed the Canal Zone 

Air Space Reservation, which over the length of the Canal Zone and extended to the 

territorial waters within 3 miles of either entrance to the Canal.  However, a report 

compiled in 1946 stated that, if an enemy attack had been made on the Canal in September 

 
32  At the end of March 1941, GHQ Air Force, which incorporated the striking power of the USAAC in the US, 
had 543 combat aircraft, of which only 38 were considered first-line. Total aircraft strength of the USAAC was 
4,975 aircraft, over half of them trainers. Of the 1,617 combat types (many in overseas departments - Panama, 
Hawaii, and the Philippines), the great majority were obsolescent. Under the 5,500-plane programme adopted 
in 1939, the USAAC was supposed (but failed) to have by June 1941 a total of 1,900 first-line types: see The 
Army Air Forces In World War I1 by Wesley Frank Craven & James Lea Gate, editors (Office of Air Force 
History), 1983. 
33  Aviation in the US. Army, 19 19- 1939 by Maurer Maurer, (United States Air Force Historical Research Center 
(Office of Air Force History), 1987. 
The A-12 was a single-engine, open cockpit 2-seat monoplane attack bombers.  There were still 9 in service at 
Hickam Field in Hawaii at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack but, clearly obsolete, the type was grounded 
soon afterwards. 



1939, the 19th Wing would have been able to provide little opposition34, with morale at a 

low ebb and a shortage of trained and experienced personnel.  Severely understrength, 

squadrons could not operate at more than 50% strength without “borrowing” pilots from 

other units35, and the Panama Air Depot had only 2 officers assigned to it.   

 

The 19th Wing was renamed the Panama Canal Department Air Force36 on 30 November 

194037, later to become the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the 6th Air Force in 

February 194238. 

 

The first transport squadron (as opposed to the use of the odd transport aircraft, or the use 

of types such as the B-18 as ad hoc transports) was formed in December 1940 as the 20th 

Transport Squadron (although with only 1 officer and 1 enlisted man until February 1941, 

when 20 more enlisted men joined from other units).  Its first aircraft, a single C-33 cargo 

aircraft39, was officially assigned to the Panama Air Depot.  During the war, like other 

facilities, it expanded greatly, initially also operating civilian aircraft impressed in 1941-42, 

such as the single ex-airline Junker Ju 52/3m (see another Part for the story of this aircraft - 

the story of the 20th Transport Squadron is also provided elsewhere in another Part). 

 

Even by December 1941 there were reportedly serious deficiencies in the air defences of the 

Canal Zone, not least in the relative lack of coverage of the Pacific approaches.  More 

modern P-40 fighters were available40, but lacked the radar and systems to operate 

 
34  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
35  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
36  There was always confusion about the correct title. It sometimes being referred to as the Panama Air Force, 
the Panama Canal Air Force, or the Caribbean Defense Air Force.  Even its official letterhead bore an incorrect 
title, as “Headquarters, Panama Canal Air Force”: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-
50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
37  The title of 19th Wing, having been deactivated in Panama in 1941 on it being redesignated, was reactivated 
in the US in July 1942 and moved to Egypt as part of the 9th Air Force, as a bomber unit in the Mediterranean 
and European theatres, becoming in 1944 the 9th Bombardment Division (Medium) and thence the 9th Air 
Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
38  The 6th Air Force was officially constituted on 19 October 1940 and activated in November as the Panama 
Canal Air Force, before being redesignated Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the 6th Air Force in 
February 1942.  It was again renamed as Caribbean Air Command in July 1946.  It comprised the VI Bomber, VI 
Fighter and XXVI Fighter Commands and was headquartered at Albrook Field: 
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
39  A variant of the 14-passenger DC.2 airliner (the progenitor of the more famous DC.3/C-47 Dakota). 
40  In 1940, like the B-17 bomber, the P-40 was highly regarded, but was to prove less capable than many of its 
rivals and contemporaries; in any case, in 1940, Panama had neither P-40 or B-17. 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
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


effectively at night.  Whilst being on alert 24 hours a day, only 50% of even practice missions 

resulted in a successful interception.  For bombers, the position was seen as being worse, 

with only a handful of modern B-17 Flying Fortress then being available41. 

 

The arrival in the USAAC of the first B-17 long-range bombers in 1937 saw proposals from 

long-range bomber advocates that the Army have a greater role in coastal defence, but for 

the time being responsibility remained with the Navy and the PBY flying boats at Coco Solo. 

 

While the modern B-17 were a sign of what was to come, Panama also saw the last use of 

another, older Boeing design, the P-26A Peashooter.  This single-seat fighter looked very out 

of date by the outbreak of the war, and was the last USAAC fighter with an open cockpit, 

braced wing and a fixed undercarriage.  After the handful of USAAC and Philippines Army Air 

Corp were destroyed in the Philippines, the 9 P-26A in the Canal Zone (some sources say 10) 

with the 16th Pursuit Group continued to operate alongside more modern P-36 and P-40 

fighters into 1942, but never saw combat.  However, by mid-1942, with the build-up of 

resources in Panama, the obsolete P-26A were just in the way and it was proposed that they 

be “loaned” to the Panama Defense Forces (on they understanding they were not to be 

returned).  Panama lacked the budget to fund a fighter squadron or train the pilots required 

– and with the US commitment to defence there was no practical need.  Thus, most of the 

aircraft were eventually given to Guatemala42 in 1943 (see below for more information)43. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
41  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
42  At the time supplies to Guatemala were still subject to pre-Pearl Harbor neutrality laws limiting US aid to 
“non-lethal” military supplies (Guatemala already had 2 unarmed examples, imported in the late 1930s), and 
so the fighters were described as trainers in the paperwork.  Of the 9, 2 were written off as non-airworthy and 
1 was supplied only as a source of spares.  The Guatemalans rebuilt the “spares” example into a airworthy 
example.  Though of virtually no use, some survived to take a limited part in a CIA-backed “war” in the 1950s, 
and by 1954 only 2 remained airworthy, but only officially phased out in 1957 – but by that time their worth as 
“warbird” collectibles meant that they were both imported into the US for restoration, with 1 going to the 
Smithsonian and the other for air show display. 
43  https://wwiiafterwwii.wordpress.com/2016/09/30/the-last-peashooters/ 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://wwiiafterwwii.wordpress.com/2016/09/30/the-last-peashooters/


PEASHOOTERS FOR GUATEMALA 

 

One of the former Canal Zone P-26A 
Peashooters in Guatemala Air Force 

use44 

 

By February 1942, the P-26A 

assigned to the 32nd Pursuit 

Group at Albrook Field were 

still officially considered first-

line equipment and conducted 

tactical missions regularly, albeit while assigned to remote locations.   

 

3 were assigned to San José, Costa Rica, as part of a detachment of the Panama Interceptor 

Command, where they carried out airfield defence duties.  6 others, also part of the Panama 

Interceptor Command detachment, had been deployed to Guatemala City, where they 

provided cover for the entire B-17 bomber force that patrolled the waters of Central 

America and northern coast of South America, as well as the Canal.   

 

However, the P-26 had become a maintenance nightmare and only 2 or 3 were usually 

airworthy at any one time at La Aurora airport in Guatemala City, and only 1 at the Port San 

José airbase, in the Pacific Coast of the country. 

 

It was at this point that the Guatemalan Government became interested in acquiring some 

of the P-26 for the Guatemalan Army Aviation Corps – which was using 11 Ryan ST-A 

monoplane trainers as its “fighter” component.  However, there was a US Congressional 

prohibition on transferring lethal armament to Latin American countries - except Brazil and 

Mexico - and the request was turned down.  Since the Congressional ban did not extend to 

trainers, the USAAF temporarily redesignated the P-26 as trainers, and they became Boeing 

PT-26 Primary Trainers prior to be handed over45. 

 

 
44  https://www.laahs.com/guatemalan-peashooters/ 
45  https://www.laahs.com/guatemalan-peashooters/  
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THE US NAVY 

The US Navy was not much better equipped than the USAAC and, at the time of Pearl 

Harbor in December 1941, its resources in the Canal area consisted of only 2 old destroyers 

and a gunboat, plus 6 submarines, 3 converted yachts, 5 subchasers, a minesweeper, and 12 

patrol flying boats with their tender vessel.  Naval units at the beginning of 1941 were under 

the command of the 15th Naval District, part of the 10th Fleet, which area of responsibility 

encompassed most of the Caribbean including the northern coast of South America46. 

 

Arm badge of Military Police, Panama Canal Department in the 

1940s 

 

 

US Navy 15th Naval District Shore Patrol 
Badge 

 

 

 

 

 

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

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


 

PEARL HARBOR AND AFTER 

Ironically, given the country’s previous reluctance (or at least that of President Arias Madrid) 

to be involved, Panama actually managed to officially declare war on Japan before the US.   

Panama declared war on 7 December 1941, doing so on the same day as the attack on Pearl 

Harbor, whereas the US only did so the following day47. 

 

“Messages from Balboa say that the Panama Canal Zone was blacked out last night while 
warplanes roared constantly over the canal and the huge coast artillery batteries were 

manned on a wartime basis. All soldiers and sailors were summoned immediately to return 
to their posts and ships as soon as word of the Japanese attack on Honolulu was received.  

The heavily aimed zone is under full military control and is on the alert, prepared for a 
possible Japanese air or sea assault on the vital isthmus link between the Atlantic and 

Pacific.  The Panamanian Government has ordered the arrest of all Japanese nationals and 
about 300 had been taken into custody late last night. They will probably be interned.” 

The Argus, Melbourne, Australia 9 December 1941 

 

Panama, together with a number of other small Latin American states, then declared war on 

Italy and Germany on 13 December 194148. 

 

Immediately after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the US War Department instructed 

its overseas commanders to put the Rainbow 5 plan into effect.  War Plan Orange of the 

1930s had identified the Japanese as the primary aggressor, and singled out the Panama 

Canal as one of the key defence initiatives49.  See below for more on the these plans. 

 

Officials in Washington, aware of the danger to the Canal, gave priority to furnishing 9 

additional B-17 heavy bombers, with fighter reinforcements provided from within the 

Caribbean Defense Command by the transfer of 25 P-40 from Puerto Rico (a movement 

completed on 14 December) – in a similar move to the reinforcement in 1939 with P-36 

fighters following a alarm.  By the end of December 1941, 80 additional fighters had arrived 

 
47  President Roosevelt formally requested the declaration in his well-known “day of infamy” speech, 
addressed to a joint session of Congress and the nation at 1230 on 8 December.  The declaration was quickly 
brought to a vote, and it was passed both the Senate and the House of Representatives by 1310. 
48  Germany and Italy had pre-empted the US by declaring war on it on 11 December, the US responding the 
same day. 
49  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/


in Panama from the US, and the critical need for aircraft warning was eased by the arrival on 

26 December of 4 mobile radar sets50 (the arrival and use of radar is considered in another 

Part).   

 

In Panama itself, aircraft were dispersed, protective revetments51 were built and 

camouflage employed wherever possible.52  What had happened at Hickam and Clark Fields 

in Hawaii - the destruction of aircraft as they sat helpless on the ground – is said to have 

made a deep impression in Panama.  It was recognised immediately that the bomber 

strength was concentrated too heavily in the Canal Zone and dispersal was necessary.  

Movement out of the Canal Zone was ordered on 9 December53. 

 

On 12 December 1941, 5 days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, US Secretary of War Henry 

Stimson professed amazement that there was no scheme for a unified command structure 

in Panama.  Concerned that the Canal could be the next target for the Japanese, he and 

Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall, drew up a proposed directive placing all Army and 

Navy forces in the Panama Coastal Frontier, except fleet units, under Army command and, 

in due course, this became the effective state of play in Panama54. 

 

Whilst before Pearl Harbor the main concern for the Canal authorities and defenders had 

been sabotage, after Pearl Harbor there were renewed fears that a Japanese attack similar 

to that in Hawaii could be made on the Canal, or even that there could be a landing in of 

troops in Panama.  Plans were therefore made to resist beach landings (by an anticipated 

force of up to 50,000 men) on the Pacific coast – an attack from the Atlantic side being 

considered unlikely, as well as impractical for a number of reasons. 

  

 
50  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
51  A revetment is a parking area for one or more aircraft that is surrounded by blast walls, which protect 
surrounding aircraft as well as the aircraft within the revetment. 
52  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
53  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
54  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
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WAR PLAN ORANGE AND RAINBOW 5 

War Plan Orange was the name for a series of joint Army/Navy plans anticipating war with 

Japan.   

 

Evolving during the 1920s and 1930s, and originally formally 

adopted by the forces’ Boards in 1924, the final version dated from 

February 1938 (there was something of a hiatus until 1931, during 

which time a civilian government had halted its programme of 

military expansion) .  The Plan anticipated the US having to fight Japan alone, without allies.  

The deteriorating international situation forced planners to re-evaluate this assumption, 

and by 1941, Plan Orange was subsumed into the Rainbow series of war plans.  While Plan 

Orange failed to anticipate several important facets of the war, including the ascendancy of 

the aircraft carrier, the campaign in the jungles of the South Pacific, and the kamikazes. 

However, the central Pacific campaign of 1943-1944 and the approach to Japan in 1944-

1945 did adhere to the basic outline of Orange55. 

The colour-coded plans (others anticipated war with various other countries) were officially 

withdrawn in 1939 at the outbreak of World War 2 in favour of 5 “Rainbow” Plans 

developed to meet the threat of a 2-ocean war against multiple enemies.  Rainbow 5 was 

destined to be the basis for US strategy in World War 2 and assumed that the US was allied 

with Britain and France and provided for offensive operations by US forces in Europe, Africa, 

or both56. 

Rainbow 557 was famously published in full just prior to Pearl Harbor, on 4 December 1941, 

by the Chicago Tribune and Washington Times Herald, detailing “top-secret” plans for an 

army of 10 million, including an expeditionary force of 5 million men that would invade 

Europe to defeat Hitler.  It is thought that President Roosevelt engineered the leak58. 

 

Invasion and attack panics in December 1941 (such panics on the West Coast of the USA 

were parodied in the Spielberg film “1941”), with reports of hostile vessels, even aircraft 

 
55  http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm  
56  https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up  
57  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630  
58  https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-
leak/4189565419600/  

http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm
https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630
https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-leak/4189565419600/
https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-leak/4189565419600/


carriers, and with reports of a Vichy French vessel from Martinique being at sea59.  On 12 

December, false reports of a ship landing troops led to a bomber (with no bombsight) being 

sent to bomb the ship, but which instead innocent strafed small boats in a bay, causing 

airfield guards seeing tracer, to open fire with machine guns60. 

 

Despite improvements and reinforcements, in 1942 a report to President Roosevelt from 

the Secretary of War was saying that – 

“The problem 

      1. At present the Canal is vulnerable to a sufficiently heavy air attack. Such an attack 

from one carrier might be sufficient. From two or three carriers it would have a strong 

chance of success. 

      On the other hand, a successful attack from adjacent 1and bases in Central or South 

America is not considered likely owing to the difficulty which an enemy would have on 

concentrating sufficient planes on a secret base within sufficiently short range. 

      2. A heavy successful attack at either of two places might, by draining Gatun Lake, close 

the Canal for over two years. 

      3. After a carrier has released its planes for attack, no subsequent means of defense 

against those planes can sufficiently ensure the safety of the Canal. 

      4. Therefore by far the most effective defense is by a long distance patrol to intercept and 

destroy the carrier before she gets within  

range of the Canal”. 

[and] 

“In summary. 

While the Canal is not at present in danger of a sustained land attack, it is in danger at 

almost any time from surprise raids from sea and air. There is the possibility of very serious 

damage from such raids. This possibility can be greatly minimized by steps which can be 

taken and completed with comparative speed and cheapness. 

The Command is well aware of these dangers and has shown very commendable energy in 

seeking to take the steps which I have above enumerated.  Every support should be given to 

 
59  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
60  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
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these efforts. The Canal is such a vital asset to our war effort and that effort could be so 

impaired by the Canal being put out of action that these comparatively small steps which 

will secure the minimization of the danger should be given the highest priority”.61  

 
61  http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/PSF/BOX6/t71q08.html  
The original of the 1942 report by Secretary of War Stimson to President Roosevelt (preserved at the Franklyn 
D Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum), the President’s response, dated 16 March 1942. 

http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/PSF/BOX6/t71q08.html


THE 1942 US-PANAMA DEFENSE SITES AGREEMENT 

In May 1942, the US and Panama finally signed a Defense Sites Agreement (and with a 

parallel exchange of notes in Washington62) allowing for the lease of what eventually 

became a total of 134 sites outside the Canal Zone to be used for the protection of the 

Canal, with the occupation of the sites to end 1 year after the end of the war63.  The 

agreements provided for a new, simpler procedure for the US to acquire defence sites 

outside the Canal Zone64. 

 

All US-built buildings and structures on the new defence sites would be US property.  

Neither the US nor Panama was obliged to rebuild or repair damage caused to the facilities, 

and the US was not obliged to return the sites involved in the same condition as they had 

been when taken over.  Furthermore, Panama could not recover any compensation from 

the US for any improvements needed to the facilities.  However, the Government of Panama 

assumed the cost of the necessary expropriations, as well as the compensation and 

expenses due in respect of buildings, facilities, crops or improvements made to the defence 

sites. 

 

Some of the defence sites were small areas for observation towers, searchlight or gun 

emplacements.  Others were outlying uninhabited islands; some were broad pastures or 

cleared jungle made into landing fields.  The total area involved amounted to many 

thousands of acres.  The Agreement stipulated that "The Republic of Panama retains its 

sovereignty over the areas" and that all buildings "shall become the property of the Republic 

of Panama upon the termination of their use by the United States".  The bases were to be 

evacuated 1 year after ratification of a definitive treaty of peace not just after a cease-fire65. 

 
62  The Twelve-Point Agreement of 1942, an understanding concerning the settlement of 12 outstanding 
problems in the relations between the two countries: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
63  There were actually given all up in 1948.  This was despite a caveat in the 1942 agreement that, “If within 
that period the two Governments believe that, in spite of the cessation of hostilities, a state of international 
insecurity continues to exist which makes vitally necessary the continuation of the use of any of the said 
defence bases or areas, the two Governments shall again enter into mutual consultation and shall conclude 
the new agreement which the circumstances require”: 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
64  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
65  The Untold Story Of Panama by Earl Harding (Athene Press Inc), 1959: 
https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp


 

The US was given full and exclusive jurisdiction over its own civil and military personnel in 

the new areas that were leased; as well as the right to arrest, try and convict anyone 

committing crimes against the safety of the installations involved (except that any 

Panamanian citizens had to be handed over the Panama authorities for trial and 

punishment).  The agreements set the annual rent to be paid to private landowners, as well 

the US agreeing to undertake the completion of the Pina-Rio Providencia highway and the 

Madden Dam66 road bypass into Panama City67. 

 

Madden Dam and what is now called 

Alajuela Lake (photo by Panama Canal 

Co) 

 

 

Air patrols over the Caribbean 

and Pacific from Panama had 

begun by 1940, and by February 

1942 they included B-18 

bombers from David 

participating in Pacific patrols 

(which also involved aircraft operating from Guatemala and Ecuador) and PBY Catalina 

flying-boats from the Canal Zone operating out to, and from, as far away as the Galapagos 

Islands in the Pacific.  As already mentioned, it was felt that the greatest threat from air 

attack (or landings) came from this side, rather than the Caribbean side. 

 

Naval defences from 1940 also concentrated on the Pacific front, with submarine and 

surface craft patrols covering an arc stretching from Mexico to Peru.  As was the case for the 

Army, the first reaction of the Navy in December 1941 was to strengthen the defences at 

 
66  In 1931, what became the Madden Dam was begun up the Chagres River near a small town called Alajuela.  
The dam was named Madden, after US Congressman Martin B Madden, Chair of the House Appropriations 
Committee, who played an important role in support of the project. The dam would not only help control the 
tremendous floods of the Chagres, but also hold water in reserve for periods when traffic through the canal 
was at its highest point: http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2012-01-05  
67  Ibid. 

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2012-01-05


the Pacific end of the Canal – being the most obviously vulnerable to a Japanese attack 

(though Panama is only around 40 miles wide at its narrowest).  On 14 December, the War 

Department was told that the Navy had sent 2 submarine divisions, comprising 8 to 12 

vessels68, and a patrol squadron of 12 aircraft to Panama with orders to establish advanced 

bases in the Galapagos Islands and the Gulf of Fonseca (a sheltered inlet to the north, 

bordered by Nicaragua, El Salvador and Honduras)69. 

 

By 7 December 1941, basic plans for the defence of the Caribbean and the Panama Canal 

were rapidly taking shape, and the programme was further expanded during 1942, with the 

development of bases at on Taboga Island, at the Pacific end of the Canal; and at Almirante, 

Chorrera, and Mandiga on the mainland, as well as in surrounding countries70.  

 

As is explained elsewhere, enemy aliens and potential sympathisers in the Canal Zone and 

Panama itself had been rounded up following the attack on Pearl Harbor.   

 

The defence arrangements for the Atlantic/Caribbean side differed from those for the 

Pacific.  This was due to the thinking that what was seen as an outer ring of defences in 

Puerto Rico and Caribbean islands offered greater protection and more likelihood of an 

early warning, and interdiction of potential attackers.  It was felt that, aside from nuisance 

attacks (or sabotage), the chief threat to the Canal Zone and facilities themselves from the 

Caribbean side was for small landings from U-Boats71.  The main threat in the Caribbean and 

affecting the Canal, at least indirectly, were the activities of U-Boats, attacking allied 

shipping. 

 

As on the Pacific front, by February 1942 air patrols using B-18 bombers were operating 

over the Caribbean coasts, not just that of Panama, but also other Central American coasts 

together with the coast of Colombia. 

 
68  See below for a comment on the relatively little use made of submarines based in Panama during the war. 
69  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm 
70  At Salinas in Ecuador; Barranquilla in , Colombia; Curaçao in the Netherlands West Indies; Puerto Castilla in 
Honduras; on the Gulf of Fonseca and at Corinto, Nicaragua. 
71  2 such landings from U-Boats took place in the US in June 1943, with a total of 8 German agents being 
landed – all of whom were soon captured. 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm


 

The plan in late 1941 was to have 2 air patrol zones –  

• the first, or inner circle, was fixed at a radius from the Canal Zone of 440 nautical 

miles, the maximum distance from which it was believed aircraft would be launched 

to attack the Canal plus 40 miles as a margin of safety; and  

• the second, or outer circle was fixed 360 miles beyond the inner circle, a figure based 

on the distance that an enemy carrier could cover in 12 hours at 30 knots.  

 

To protect the Canal, it was considered necessary to have 2 types of patrol –  

• a thorough reconnaissance of the inner circle at the time the Japanese would likely 

be in the vicinity and conducting launching operations; and  

• a thorough reconnaissance during daylight hours of a 240-mile band of water 

beyond the 800-mile circle.  

 

It was felt that patrol of the area between roughly 550 and 800 miles from the Canal was 

unnecessary - that an enemy force would have to traverse that area at night, and that 

interception and successful attack during the hours of darkness would be difficult.  The idea 

was to intercept the enemy beyond the 800-mile zone, but to also provide a patrol of the 

area from which he was most likely to launch his planes should he succeed in slipping 

through the outer patrols72. 

 

In the same way as the ground defences of the Canal Zone improved during the war, the 

aerial elements of its defences were upgraded and added to as the conflict progressed.   

However, a shortage of US Navy patrol aircraft into 1942 meant that Army aircraft 

continued to be used to supplement patrol activity, until they could be gradually replaced by 

Navy aircraft. 

 

Alongside the expansion and improvement of US Army and Air Corps/Air Force facilities and 

capabilities, there was also developments on the part of the US Navy.  The Rodman Naval 

Station, at the Pacific end of the Canal, had been constructed 1932-37, and in 1943 a 600-

 
72  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
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acre expansion opened – capable of supplying fuel and other supplies to military vessels 

transiting the Canal.  With over 200 personnel, it had 3 docks, housing and warehouses, as 

well as ancillary facilities73.   

 

However, although immediately before the war the Navy presence had been reinforced by 

the stationing of 3 ageing submarines built in the 1920s, these achieved no combat success 

and were later withdrawn for unsuccessful modification as cargo vessels (though they were 

to end up being used in training) and, in 1942, the smaller S-boat submarines then based in 

Coco Solo were transferred to Australia, and the submarine base was disestablished in 

194474 (see elsewhere for a comment on the little use made of submarines based in Panama 

during the war). 

 US Naval Station Coco Solo in 1941 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Economically, the war had a major impact on Panama.  Commercial traffic through the Canal 

dropped more than a third between 1940 and 1945, resulting in a two-thirds decrease in toll 

revenues.  However, the inflow of US dollars and increased demand caused by the war, 

including for the thousands of workers from other Central American states and the 

Caribbean, led to a rise in domestic production, with, for example, that of milk, sugar and 

slaughtered cattle almost doubling between 1939 and 194575.  US Army engineers also 

constructed the first transisthmian highway during the war. 

 
73  Its US Navy used lessened in the 1960, but it remained in use until handed over to Panama in 1999, when it 
became the Vasco Nuñez de Balboa Naval Base: https://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1999-03-11-
9903100986-story.html  
74  During the war, in January 1942 submarine S-26 was lost in the Gulf of Panama after colliding with a patrol 
boat; and USS Dorado was lost with all hands when in transit to Panama from New London, Connecticut in 
October 1943. For more, see: 
https://www.public.navy.mil/subfor/underseawarfaremagazine/Issues/Archives/issue_06/silent_victory.html 
75  Leonard, Thomas M; Bratzel, John F (200&): Latin America during World War II (Rowman & Littlefield). 

https://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1999-03-11-9903100986-story.html
https://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/fl-xpm-1999-03-11-9903100986-story.html
https://www.public.navy.mil/subfor/underseawarfaremagazine/Issues/Archives/issue_06/silent_victory.html


 

Unlike other US allies, Panama did not receive any Lend-Lease funding76, but the US did 

undertake large-scale public works projects – including roads77, a bridge over the Canal, and 

commencing work on a third set of locks for the Canal itself (though this project was later 

abandoned), which did much to modernise the country and boost the economy78.  The US 

also provided the government of President De La Guardia with weapons, boats, and other 

war materials, and established a permanent military mission to assist in training the 

Panamanian National Police.  Some of the weapons provided were put to work in putting 

down an attempted coup by a group of police officers and civilians in September 1943. 

 

The wartime peak US troop strength during the war was reached in November 1942, when 

there were 68,000 men, including 36,000 ground troops, in Panama – compared to the 

13,000 that had been there in 1939.  As the perceived threat from the Japanese receded, so 

did troop numbers, and by January 1944 there were only 42,000 present, and by 1945 

numbers had fallen to below 1939 levels. 

 

By 1944, as the war progressed, and seemed to move even further away, Panama appeared 

to become something of a backwater.  The large coastal artillery guns were effectively 

mothballed and/or removed, and the Canal Zone began being used primarily as a training 

area for jungle warfare.  In fact, the only known military casualties in Panama itself during 

the war were the result of malaria, with more than 10% of the forces stationed in the 

country being affected79. 

 

  

 
76  Brazil received around three-quarters of the Lend-Lease assistance distributed in Latin America. In addition, 
Ecuador received assistance, mainly for the building of an airbase in the Galapagos Islands, and both Colombia 
and the Dominican Republic used Lend-Lease to modernise their militaries in exchange for their participation 
in the defence of the Panama Canal and the sea lanes in the Caribbean - Leonard, Thomas M; Bratzel, John F 
(200&): Latin America during World War II (Rowman & Littlefield).   
77  These included the first highway across the isthmus, the first stage built in 1941, connecting the Madden 
Dam with Panama City, further extension all the way across to Colon was then deferred due to difficulties of 
jurisdiction (i.e. should the Army’s engineers have to build it), cost and utility.  The 1936 Treaty had included a 
requirement for such a road linking the Madden Dam and Canal Zone.  The first trans-isthmus road convoy was 
in April 1942, though not all of the route was paved. 
78  Leonard, Thomas M; Bratzel, John F (200&): Latin America during World War II (Rowman & Littlefield).. 
79  https://history.army.mil/html/books/panama/panamacanal/CMH-70-115-1-PanamaCanal.pdf 
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INTERNMENT OF A SHIP AND ITALIAN ENTERTAINERS 

An internment camp in Missoula, Montana was to contain about 100 entertainers (taken 

from a luxury cruise ship that was caught in the Panama Canal at the time of Pearl Harbor) 

and who put on shows such as operas and comedies about once a week80. 

 

The Conte Biancamano81 was a liner that had set out in 1940 on a voyage with a routing of 

Genoa-Naples-Panama-Valparaiso-Panama.  She was docked at Cristobal in December 1941, 

when she was seized by the US and was eventually converted in Philadelphia into a troop 

transport, accommodating up to 7,000 men, and commissioned into the US Navy as USS 

Hermitage (AP-54).   

 

The US Neutrality 

Patrol had 

impounded the 

ship and confined 

its crew on board 

for 18 months 

before finally 

transferring the 

seamen to Ellis 

Island in New York in early 1941.  The Italians joined a large group of German seamen, as 

well as a group of Italian Pavilion employees from the 1939 New York World's Fair.  In all, 

nearly 1,700 Axis non-combatants faced an uncertain future on Ellis Island in a country not 

yet at war82. 

 

In 1947, the ship was returned to Italy and underwent a refit and modernisation in Italy in 

194883, continuing to serve until broken up in 1960. 

 
80  https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1207&context=pilr  
81  Launched in Glasgow in 1925, she carried 180 passengers in first class, 220 in second class, 390 in economic 
class and 2,660 in third class. 
82  https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2001/spring/mail-censorship-in-world-war-two-1.html  
83  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/danfs/AP/ap54.html https://www.italianliners.com/conte-
biancamano-en 

https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1207&context=pilr
https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2001/spring/mail-censorship-in-world-war-two-1.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/danfs/AP/ap54.html


THE 2nd FIELD ARTILLERY 

One of the units based at Fort Clayton was the 2nd Field Artillery, which had arrived in the 

early 1930s and was the only major unit stationed at Fort Clayton prior to the war.   

 

It was equipped with 75mm mountain howitzers, with all the components capable of being 

carried on mules, resulting in stabling being required (where the motor pool would be 

located during the war).  The handlers were called “mules skinners” and the mules were still 

in use at least in 1941, although the unit was later to be deployed to Italy84. 

 

2nd Field Artillery at 
Camp Gaillard 1933-35 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

75mm howitzer 
of 2nd Field 
Artillery 

  

 
84  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm  
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THE 33rd INFANTRY REGIMENT 

The 33rd Infantry Regiment was formed in the Canal Zone in 1916 and remained there until 7 

December 1941, after 25 years of continuous service there (and were reportedly thought to 

be the best jungle-trained troops in the US Army85), when they redeployed to Trinidad.   

 

Later detachments also went to Surinam, while volunteers were sent to South-east Asia to 

become part of Merrill’s Marauders86.   

 

In 1940, the Regiment supplied Anti-Sabotage and Transit Ship Guards.  Also in 1940, it 

received the new M1 Garand rifle87. 

The unit was deactivated in the US in May 1944, being reactivated and returned to Fort 

Clayton in February 194688. 

 

Official Insignia of the 33rd Infantry Regiment 

 

 

 

Note: The 79th Army Band became the longest-serving US Army unit in Panama (beating the 

record of the 33rd Infantry), serving there from World War 2 until 199989. 

 

THE DEMAND FOR LABOUR 

The labour demand created by the various construction projects considerably overtaxed the 

local supply and made it necessary to import workers from neighbouring countries and from 

the West Indies.  Surveys made during the winter 1939-40 disclosed that the local labour 

supply was "practically exhausted" and that about 12,000 workers would have to be 

 
85  Jungle warfare training had begun in Panama in the mid-1920s, focusing on “the reconnaissance of trails 
and training in trail fighting” http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm and Infantry 
Journal, Vol. XXVI number 4 (1925). 
86  A US force which, like the British Chindits, operated behind enemy lines in Burma. 
87  The standard US Army rifle from World War 2 to the 1960s, with deliveries to units from 1937 replacing the 
M1903 Springfeld. 
88  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm For more information on the 
Regiment, see http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/33rdinfreg.pdf  
89  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm
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recruited outside Panama if the requirements anticipated for midsummer of 1940 were to 

be met.  

 

Nevertheless, the Panamanian Government was loath to permit a widespread importation 

of foreign laborers, except from Spain or Puerto Rico, neither of which was considered a 

suitable source by the Canal administration and Army authorities.  

 

Early in 1940 the Panamanian Government agreed to the entry of 1 shipload of workers 

from Jamaica, where a labour recruiting office had been opened in February. President 

Roosevelt, who had been anxious to have the wishes of the Panamanian Government 

carefully followed, gave his approval on 19 April to the importation of 600 Jamaicans to 

meet immediate requirements. At the same time, he instructed the War Department that 

future importations should be made in accordance with the racial requirements desired by 

the Panamanian Government and that an attempt be made to fill needs by recruiting 

workers in Spain, Puerto Rico, and Colombia. By 30 June 1940 about 150 Jamaican workers 

had been brought into the Canal Zone.  

 

During the next 12 months employment recruiting offices were opened in Costa Rica and 

Colombia and from these sources, as well as Jamaica, 4,278 workmen were recruited. The 

peak was reached during the spring of 1942.  

 

On 30 June 1942 the Governor of the Canal reported that in the preceding 12 months 

11,331 workmen had been brought into the Canal Zone, half of them from El Salvador.  By 

this time, in June 1942, the total of unskilled and semi-skilled workmen, the so-called 

"Silver" employees90, numbered 65,786.  

 

Although the workmen recruited on contract in neighbouring countries were only a small 

percentage of the total employed, without them the labour situation would have been most 

 
90  As during the Canal construction period, “Gold” employees were US ones.  This was only one example of the 
discriminatory practices employed by the US during both during construction of the Canal and during World 
War 2.  Until the end of World War 2, the Canal Zone operated under a form of “Jim Crow” society, where the 
category of "gold" represented white, US workers and the title "silver" represented the non-white, non-US 
workers on the Zone. There were even separate entrances for each group at the Post Office.  



critical. As it was, labour always had to be carefully allocated and some projects, the 

transisthmian highway for example, occasionally felt the pinch.91 

 

ONE VIEW OF THE PILOTS’ WAR IN PANAMA 

"The war in Panama and its outlying bases was insufferably dull. Monotonous tasks, poor 

living conditions, enervating climate, a feeling of uselessness-all combined to make the 

average officer and enlisted man of the VI Bomber Command restless.  There was not the 

stimulus of contact with the enemy that was present in other tropical areas to lift the men 

out of their discontent.  It was necessary on several occasions for commanders to take 

special efforts to make the men understand that they, by their very presence at the Canal, 

were playing a definite part in the struggle. "Maybe so," was the general reaction, "but why 

does it have to be us?" 

VI BOMBER COMMAND: IN DEFENSE OF THE PANAMA CANAL 1941 – 4592 

 

“Early in the war I lived on Third Street in New Cristobal across the street for an Army 

encampment which was built on a football field which was part of New Cristobal High 

School and the New Cristobal gymnasium. The Panama Canal built an air raid shelter in our 

yard It was a wood-framed structure covered with sand [see photo below]. We moved out 

of the house we were in before the war ended”. 

Malcolm Stone93 
 

 

Building a bomb shelter at Balboa Flats in 194294 

 

 
91 https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
92   http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/panama.htm 
93  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/object-of-the-day/building-a-bomb-shelter/  
94  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/object-of-the-day/building-a-bomb-shelter/  
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Left: PT Boat sailors visit with a local girl on a Panama City beach in late 1942 or early 1943. Note PT Boat 
anchored in the distance (National Archives)95 

Right: US sailors in Panama City on the 4th of July 194696 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
95 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13829.html  
96 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---
donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html  
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