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PART 30 - USS ERIE (PG 50), A PATROL GUNBOAT AND U-BOAT VICTIM 

 

USS Erie (PG-50) and USS Charleston (PG-51) were built under the specifications of the 

Washington and London Naval treaties on “slow gunboats”.  Under the Treaties there was 

no limit how many small patrol-type combatants (such as gunboats, coast guard cutters, 

sloops, armed yachts, etc) each navy could have so long as the ships were generally built 

for littoral (i.e. coastal), convoy escort, and sovereignty type operations, and not general 

fleet use. 

Such vessels could exceed 600 tons but not exceed 2,000 tons (2,032 tonnes) standard 

displacement and could not mount a gun larger than 6.1 inch (155mm), or have more than 

4 guns above 3 inch (76mm).  It could not be able to launch torpedoes or have a speed 

above 20 knots. 

This specification gave the US Navy an outline for a pair of ships that they could use to 

patrol the Canal Zone, freeing more flexible destroyers and cruisers for other 

missions.  Most other patrol gunboats of the day were “China” patrol boats that were much 

smaller, and much less heavily armed. 

They were designed by naval architects Howard C. Fletcher and Mandell Rosenblatt and 

budgeted at about $4 million each. 

USS Erie, (given flag number PG 50, denoting a “patrol gunboat”) was laid down on 17 

December 1934 at New York Naval Yard while Charleston (PG 51) was laid down about the 

same time, at the Charleston Navy Yard.  They had Parsons geared turbines coupled to a 

pair of Babcock and Wilcox boilers, and were 327 feet long with a 41 feet beam.  



 

USS Erie in the 
Canal Zone in 1942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They had 4 x 6 inch (150mm) guns in open shield single mountings fore and aft.  They also had 4 x 

quad 1.1 inch AA guns.  The ships could also accommodate 44 US Marines and could carry a 

Chance Vought OS2U Kingfisher observation seaplane.  The ships had a complement of 180 

officers, men and marines (though fewer during peacetime operations). 

 

USS Erie 
underway in 
May 1940 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

USS Erie was commissioned on 1 July 1936 and USS Charleston a week later. 



The ships were not just used for their intended roles protecting the Canal Zone.  In 1936, 

USS Erie was an armed observer of US interests in the Spanish Civil War and then served as 

a midshipman trainer at Annapolis.  USS Charleston went on a Mediterranean cruise with 

stops and then spent a period around the coast of Canada’s Pacific shoreline and the 

Alaskan Territory.  She was still in Alaskan waters when war broke out and remained there. 

USS Erie was in the Canal Zone on 7 December 1941.  She was used to pick interned 

Japanese citizens and direct suspect ships to authorities.  Then she was sent through the 

Canal and into the Caribbean for use against the U-boats.  It was employed on the small 

regional convoy routes established at the time between Trinidad and Guantanamo Bay. 

On 12 November 1942, she was escorting a convoy when she was torpedoed by U-161 just 

out of Curacao.  Damaged, with 18 casualties, she was beached. 

 

USS Erie after being 

beached and burnt out 

after being torpedoed by 

U-163 off the coast of 

Curaçao in November 

1942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The resulting fire left USS Erie at a near-total loss.  She was towed to Willemstad in the 

Dutch West Indies (now Curacao), but she capsized 3 weeks later and settled in the 

harbour.  Consequently, she was struck from the Naval List on 28 July 1943.  She was 

salvaged in 1952, and her hulk sunk in deeper water. 

The Kingfisher floatplane was knocked off the ship by the torpedo strike, and became a 

popular dive site postwar off Curacao, as was her final resting place for deep water dives. 



 

For more information on the story of USS Erie and her sister, see the excellent article at - 

https://laststandonzombieisland.com/2014/09/17/warship-wednesday-sept-17-the-slow-
gunboats-of-the-canal/  
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