
Chapter 9 

PAN AMERICAN AIRWAYS (AND BRANIFF) 

 

In the immediate pre-war period, the US Government policy on aviation and air defence in 

Latin America involved 3 major objectives1 – 

• elimination of commercial airlines owned, controlled, or manned by Axis nationals, 

and their replacement by US or locally controlled companies2;  

• development of airfields and airway facilities of a nature that would permit the 

projection of US military airpower into strategic areas; and  

• other preparations that would permit air operations3 to begin at once in the event 

of an actual or imminently threatened hostile air attack4. 

 
1  US Army in World War II, The Western Hemisphere: The Framework of Hemisphere Defense by Stetson 
Conn and Byron Fairchild (Center of Military History, US Army), 1989: 
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/index.htm 
2  As we shall see, although this effort initially focused on airlines in Brazil, it gradually expanded until it had 
essentially purged Axis aviation from Latin America as a whole: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
3  It was not the airlines’ aircraft that were seen as the real threat, instead it was felt that it was “obvious 
that the ground facilities, the radio and photographic equipment, and the personnel of those lines would 
have been of utmost value to an invading army…offered a means whereby Axis agents could enter South 
America, lightweight strategic raw materials could be smuggled out, and, most importantly, observation of 
American and British merchant shipping and land or maritime military movements could occur undetected”: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
4  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/index.htm
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm


 

In 1929, Pan American and the WR Grace and Company 
shipping line announced the formation of Pan American 
Grace Airways Inc to further Pan American’s expansion in 
South America 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The main tool for the achievement of these 

objectives was Pan American Airways5 (including its Panagra subsidiary6), which had a 

dominant role in Latin American aviation by 1938, largely without any official backing from 

the US Government – except that provided by means of substantial mail subsidies.   

 

By 1940, slightly more than half of Pan American’s route mileage was accounted for by 

Latin American operations, and during the 1930s the company gradually absorbed or 

invested in a number of smaller companies in Latin America.  By the spring of 1940, the 

Pan American Airways system operated from over 250 airfields in Latin America and the 

Caribbean.   

 
5  The Pan American Airways Corporation, originally known as Aviation Corporation of the Americas, was 
formed in 1928 for the primary purpose of obtaining the necessary capital to enable an airline bid for 
various foreign airmail contracts to Latin America from the US Postmaster General under the Foreign Air 
Mail Act 1928.  These included Foreign Air Mail Route (FAM) No 5 for service between Miami and the Canal 
Zone (the airline having determined that if it received such a contract then it could ask for extension services 
beyond the Canal Zone to and along the western coast of South America).   
See: Flying the Andes: The Story of Pan American Grace Airways and Commercial Aviation in South America 
1926-67, William A. Krusen, Stephen Morrill, Harold R. Harris (University of Tampa Press), 1997. 
6  Formed in 1929, to compete with German-owned SCADTA of Colombia, Panagra's network stretched from 
Panama and the Canal Zone to Santiago in Chile and Buenos Aires in Argentina.  In the 1940s and 1950s, it 
was to have a virtual monopoly in parts of Colombia and elsewhere in South America.   



1939 image of a Panagra Sikorsky S.43 Baby Clipper at Albrook Field.  
The S-43 was an 
amphibian 
manufactured in US 
during the 1930s by 
Sikorsky Aircraft, first 
flew in 1935, and was a 
smaller version of the 
Sikorsky S.42 Clipper.  It 
accommodated 
between 18 and 25 
passengers, with a 2-
man cockpit.   
The S.43 was used 
primarily by Pan 
American World 
Airways for flights to 
Cuba and within Latin 
America7. 
 

In an effort to foster regular commercial aviation service to and from the Canal Zone, a 

new position was created in 1929 for an advisor to the Governor and a USAAC Lieutenant 

was the first to hold the position.   

 

Meanwhile, Pan American Airways Inc commenced regular air mail service to and from the 

Canal Zone in February 1929.  The next year, it began to provide passenger service 

between Panama, the US, and various points in Mexico, Central America, and the east 

coast of South America.  Pan America-Grace Airways Inc (Panagra) also began service to a 

number of cities along South America’s west coast.  At this time, all commercial airmail, 

passenger, and cargo services into the Canal Zone Army airfields and Panama Canal 

Department harbours used France Field, which served as Pan Am’s primary flying field 

until 1936, when commercial service moved to the recently opened Albrook Field, where a 

more serviceable runway was available8. 

 

In 1939, a passenger traveling from the US to Buenos Aires could board a Pan American 

Sikorsky S.42 flying boat at Miami and fly to Colon, stay overnight and then board a 

 
7  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof639.htm  
8  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof639.htm
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/


Panagra DC.2 or DC.3 landplane airliner and fly to Buenos Aires with 3 overnight stops en 

route.  This routing was a full day faster than the Pan American service operated via the 

coast of Brazil.  The one-way fare from Miami to Buenos Aires was $550.9 

 

However, in South America Pan American’s position was being challenged, particularly by 

airlines seen to be subsidised by the German and Italian governments10, setting the stage 

for competition that, whilst ostensibly commercial, was in fact, to some extent, a proxy 

struggle between the US and the Axis states11. 

The offices of Pan American Grace Airlines in 
Panama City in 1945 

 

 

 

 

 

The US Government would oppose the establishment of any new services by US airline 

operations south of Mexico City that would compete with Pan American, and until the 

European-controlled airlines in South America were eliminated, it would not take action to 

lessen the strength and effectiveness of the Pan American system, it being a tool of US 

official policy12. 

 

For example, in 1939, a plan was hatched for the creation of a holding company in the US, 

having subsidies in Latin American countries, which would finance the purchase of foreign-

 
9  In 1947, a Panagra DC.6 airliner could reach Buenos Aires from Miami in 20 hours 25 minutes: 
https://www.spantip.com/wiki/Pan_American-Grace_Airways  
10  For more information see https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
11  “The United States, through the use of Pan American Airways, would attempt to fortify the Western 
Hemisphere, block German expansion into South and Central America, and build a chain of Latin American 
air bases that would form the building blocks for an offensive and defensive strategy during World War 2”: 
War Plan Juan: The Strategy of Juan Trippe and Pan Am in Latin America and Africa Before and During World 
War II a thesis by Matthew F Brady (School of Advanced Air and Space Studies, Air University, Maxwell AFB), 
June 2012: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
12  The commercial benefits to the airline are obvious – in 1945, it controlled 50% of all US air traffic in South 
America and 98% in the Caribbean: https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 

https://www.spantip.com/wiki/Pan_American-Grace_Airways
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm


controlled local airlines.  While this particular plan did not progress, it remains as an 

illustration of the moves contemplated or undertaken13. 

 

As mentioned elsewhere, Pan American had gained an interest in the German-controlled 

Colombian airline SCADTA, from as early as 1931, but had contrived to keep its interests 

from both the Colombian and US Governments until January 1939.  It then publicly 

acknowledged its ownership and began purging German personnel from November 1939 

and, by June 1940, it had (with the collaboration of the US State Department and the 

authorities in Colombia14) been able to remove most of the German influence and a new 

company called AVIANCA was set up, owned jointly by Pan American and the Colombian 

government15.  The German pilots and other staff set up a new airline called ARCO, which 

was itself bought out by AVIANCA in 1941, and the War Department and State 

Department agreed to repay Pan American for its costs in “de-Germanising” the airlines in 

Colombia16. 

 

In Ecuador, a different method of replacing German influence was employed.  A German-

owned local airline called SEDTA17 owned only 2 obsolete aircraft, but nevertheless 

provided indispensable services to the struggling Ecuadorian economy.  After SEDTA 

announced plans for a service to the Galapagos Islands (as described elsewhere, a focus of 

US security concerns in connection with Pacific approaches to the Canal), the US 

Government provided funds to Pan American Grace Airways (Panagra)18 to enable it to set 

 
13  Ibid. 
14   On the night of 8 June 1940, the main airfields were taken over by Colombian troops assisted by the 
crews of Pan American.  All German personnel were arrested: http://clipper-
connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html  
15  On 14 June 1940, Aerovías Nacionales de Colombia SA (which became AVIANCA) was constituted; the 
company resulting from the integration of SCADTA and Servicio Aéreo Colombiano – SACO. 
16  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
17  Owned by Deutsche Lufthansa through an Ecuadorian company.  It made a practice of flying Ecuadorian 
government officials at reduced rates, sometimes free of charge: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
18  In 1929, Pan American and the WR Grace and Company shipping line had announced the formation of 
Pan American Grace Airways Inc to further Pan American’s expansion in South America.  Panama was the 
northern border of the Panagra route system until Braniff International entering the Latin American market, 
when it began flying to Miami and New York in the 1950s. Panagra was eventually acquired by Braniff in 

http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html
http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf


up a rival airline, which began services in December 1940, with both equipment and 

services superior to those of SEDTA.  However, SEDTA managed to maintain a reduced 

service until its aircraft and property was requisitioned by the Ecuador government in 

September 194119. 

 

In Panama itself, in Autumn 1940, an airline based in El Salvador called TACA20, founded 

and owned by a New Zealander, applied for permission to extend its services to the Canal 

Zone.  The background to the application was that an US airline, American Export Airlines 

(AEA), had agreed in October 1940 to purchase TACA, planning to use it to connect with its 

continental US rotes and extend operations throughout the Caribbean.  This, of course, 

was counter to the US policy of supporting Pan American, and the latter opposed the 

TACA-AEA application at the Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB) in the US21. 

 

However, the bid was supported by the Commanding General of the Panama Canal 

Department, the owner of TACA being regarded as strongly pro-US and with most of its 

employees being American.  TACA also had control of a network of 115 landing fields 

throughout 5 Central American states, many of them equipped with radio facilities, and it 

was felt by the military that TACA could render invaluable assistance in a surveillance role, 

and in assisting Army air operations in the region.  The general, the State Department and 

War Department all supported the TACA application for access to the Canal Zone, as soon 

as it could be “Americanised” (i.e. acquired by AEA).  Pan American continued to oppose 

 
1966, with Panagra ceasing to operate on 1 February 1967 (the Grace shipping line had lost interest in 
Panagra as its business model changed in the late 1950s).  It had provided air transport for passengers, mail 
and cargo along 4,251 miles of routes through Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile and 
Argentina – Pan American Airways: La historia de la que fuera la aerolínea más grande del mundo (2007): 
https://www.oocities.org/paa_clippers/hpanagra.htm  
19  Ibid. 
20  Transportes Aereos del Continente Americano, founded in El Salvador by a New Zealander, Lowell Yerex, 
in 1931. By 1934 it had expanded into Central America, operating in El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, 
Costa Rica and Panama and flying a fleet of 14 aircraft: 
https://www.aviancacargo.com/eng/com/history.aspx 
21  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 

https://www.oocities.org/paa_clippers/hpanagra.htm
https://www.aviancacargo.com/eng/com/history.aspx
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm


the application22, but in December 1941, CAB approved access to the Canal Zone by TACA, 

but rejected the planned takeover by AEA.  TACA was to continue services to the Canal 

Zone, and cooperate with the US Army throughout the war23.  See below for a short note 

on TACA. 

 

In Panama in the 1940s, as war was breaking out, of the 4 airlines that at the time 

operated in the country, 3 belonged to Pan American.  Pan American had offices in the 

Century Club Building, at 5th Street in Panama City, as well as branches at Albrook Field, in 

the Canal Zone, including in Cristóbal.  Panagra, in addition to sharing Pan American’s 

offices in Panama City and Albrook Field, had an office at Balboa Terminal in the Canal 

Zone. 

 

Panama was the limit established in Panagra’s services to the north.  Pan American’s other 

subsidiary operating in the country was Colombia’s Uraba Medellin & Central Airways, 

which operated services between Balboa and Medellin. 

 

As for Pan American itself, it operated a daily route between Miami and Balboa via 

Kingston, Jamaica and another between Balboa and New Orleans, twice a week via 

Mexico.  In addition, in the daily service between Brownsville and Port of Spain, a stopover 

was made in Balboa.  Both Pan American and Panagra were the only airlines authorized to 

operate at Albrook Field, being an airport run by the US Army24. 

 

In 1942, a dispute arose between the Panamanian Government and the US authorities 

over developments at Albrook Field.  The Panamanians objected to “the construction of a 

concrete building, the foundations of which already exist, intended as an airport for Pan 

American Airways, Inc., an enterprise of a private character which is devoted exclusively to 

 
22  And had already managed to supplant the airline in Guatemala: 
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
23  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
24  http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html  

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm
http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html


commercial ends, and which has nothing to do, directly or indirectly, with the use, 

operation, or protection of the Panama Canal”.25  The Government protested “that the 

only activities which can be carried on within the said Zone are those expressly authorised 

by existing treaties and which are directly and necessarily connected with the use, 

maintenance, sanitation, operation, or protection of the Panama Canal”. 

 

For its part, the US pointed out that such activities had been carried out for 12 years 

without any complaint from Panama.  It also said that the use of “airdromes” in the Canal 

Zone by commercial aviation companies did not represent an infraction of either the spirit 

or the terms of any treaty provisions in force between the US and Panama.  It argued that 

the improvements being made at Albrook Field, including the construction of a concrete 

administration building, are essential in view of its then current condition, and should in 

no way be considered as a change in the situation which has prevailed since the 

establishment of the existing services26.  President La Guardia was informed that the 

development was, in fact, a wartime emergency requirement, and that anyway Panama 

was ill-suited for commercial aviation.27 

 Panagra DC.3 

 
25  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/d575  
26  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/d577  
27  US-Panamanian Relations Since 1941 by Lester D Langley (Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, 
Vol. 12, No. 3, July 1970), Cambridge University Press: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/d575
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/d577
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


 

 

Another role of Pan American and Panagra was the programme to construct or improve 

airfields across Latin America, from Mexico to Uruguay, both for their own purposes and 

for the purposes of US policy generally28.  President Roosevelt entrusted to the Pan 

American companies the task of expanding its existing commercial airfields in Latin 

America and of building a string of new airports, ostensibly designed for civilian air 

transport, but actually to provide a chain of military bases for the US29.  General George 

Marshall, the US Army Chief of Staff, said of this Airport Development Program that “the 

immediate conclusion of the PAA contract is now more essential to our national defense 

than any other matter”30. 

 

By November 1944, this Airport Development Program was said to have built or improved 

airfields at 40 locations, and were sufficiently ready by the end of 1941 to permit the rapid 

reinforcement of the Canal Zone in an emergency, and in 1942 to help cope with the 

problems caused by the U-boat threat in the Caribbean, providing a vital air link31.  To 

avoid provoking the host countries, the US did not disclose its role in the ADP and 

therefore did not deploy troops or preposition equipment at any of these airfields before 

 
28  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
29  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
30  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
31  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm


the attack on Pearl Harbor.32  However, although ADP was less than half-complete, after 

the attack on Pearl Harbor, the War Department began using these facilities to transport 

reinforcements to the Panama Canal Zone.33 

 

Before the war, many airfields in Central and South America had substandard runways and 

lacked weather and even basic communications. 

 

By the end of the war, the ADP had produced 2 air bridges comprising 48 landplane and 

seaplane bases stretching from the Continental USA to the coast of Brazil, which included 

airfields in Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Dutch Guiana, Brazil, Mexico, Guatemala, 

Nicaragua, Bolivia, Colombia, Venezuela, and Paraguay.34 

 

Airport Development Program airfields - By the end of the war, the ADP had built or 

improved the following landplane airfields in 

Latin America: Mexico - Rihl (Tampico), Chiapas 

(Tapachula), Las Bajadas (Veracruz), Carmen, 

Campo Juanes (Merida), Cozumel, Chetumal, and 

Tehuantepec fields. 

In Brazil - Camaguey and San Julian (Guane) 

fields, Cuba; Amapa, Val De Cans (Belem), Tirrical 

(Sao Luiz), Adjacento (Fortaleza), Chapada Do Pici 

(Fortaleza), Murcipe (Fortaleza), Parnamirim 

(Natal), Ibura (Recife), Maceio, and Ipitanga 

(Salvador) fields. 

Zandery Field (Paramaribo) in Dutch Guiana. 

 
32  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
33  Ibid. 
34  Ibid. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15


Le Gallion Field (Cayenne in French Guiana. 

Bowen Field (Port-au-Prince) in Haiti.  

General Andrews Field (Ciudad Trujillo) in the 

Dominican Republic. 

La Aurora (Guatemala City), San Jose, and Puerto 

Barrios fields in Guatemala. 

Las Mercedes Field (Managua) in Nicaragua. 

Soledad Field (Barranquilla) in Colombia. 

Creno De Oro (Maracaibo), Maiquetia (La Guaira), 

and Maturin fields in Venezuela. 

Cochabamba Field in Bolivia. 

Asuncion Field in Paraguay.35 

 

Pan American (including Panagra) was already expanding and improving its operations in 

South America and by the summer of 1940, it already owned 216 airports and 55% of the 

routes in Latin America36.  In other words, when the US Government requested Pan 

American undertake the construction of new airports and the expansion of existing ones, 

“it was only asking the company to do what it had already been doing on a much smaller 

scale and in a less hurried manner”37. 

 

During the war, Pan American built some 50 airports in 15 different countries, often in 

remote areas, and became the largest air transport contractor to the Army and Navy, 

flying some 90 million miles (145 million km) for the US Government and making more 

than 18,000 ocean crossings.  Added to this was its ferrying operation mentioned 

elsewhere (before the role was taken over by the Air Transport Command, in the first 

years of the war it delivered 542 bombers and transports), and the training of over 5,000 

 
35  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
36  History: Latin American Division Air Routes (PAA Archives). 
37  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf


pilots and thousands of mechanics, with schools and procedures developed for the 

training of many more. 

 

At least a dozen Pan American aircraft were lost, over 200 employees killed, and many 

imprisoned in enemy prison camps.38 

 

After Pearl Harbor, the amount of express air 

cargo carried by Pan American is said to have 

increased substantially, due to the reduction in 

sailings and heavy war risk insurance involved in 

sea services to the West Indies and Central and 

South America.  Shippers were also said to feel 

that they more certain of their merchandise 

would reach their destination if sent by air.  Such cargo carried by Pan American in Latin 

America grew tremendously during this time, showing an increase over 1940 figures of 

more than 25%.   

 

In August 1942, Panagra started it first scheduled commercial all-express cargo service by 

an international carrier certified by CAB.  Services were commenced on its route from 

Balboa to Lima and, in 2½ months it had transported nearly 80,000 lb (36.3 tonnes) of 

cargo by means of this new service.39 

 

Panagra (Pan American Grace Airways) - had as its shareholders Pan American, an airline, 

and W R Grace, a shipping company, which formed an 

important synergy, because the former had aeronautical 

knowledge and the latter controlled the commercial 

 
38  VPNavy! USN, USMC, USMC and NATS Patrol Aircraft Lost of Damaged During World War II by Douglas E 
Campbell (Synerga Research Group Inc) 2018. 
45 were interned by the Japanese: https://www.panam.org/war-years/609-clippers-at-war  
39  https://www.panam.org/pan-am-stories/429-background-notes-on-pan-am-cargo 

https://www.panam.org/war-years/609-clippers-at-war
https://www.panam.org/pan-am-stories/429-background-notes-on-pan-am-cargo


movement of ships on the South American Pacific coast.  

Together they were able to establish a quasi-monopoly 

airline that established its base in San Cristobal (Panama) 

and developed its routes in Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Chile 

and Argentina. 

 

To operate on the Atlantic coast Pan American was forced by Brazilian legislation to create 

a company of this nationality, which was called Panair do Brasil, which also arrived in 

Buenos Aires, closing the circle40. 

 

During the war, Pan American continued to act as if an arm of the US state, or of its armed 

forces.  As well as undertaking vital and hazardous missions – such as over the “Hump” 

from India to China and flying boat services across the Atlantic – it was involved in other 

activities.  For example, in a secret mission, the airline carried tons of Central African 

uranium ore to the US, and approximately 75% of the uranium in the atomic bomb project 

was brought in from Africa by means of such operations41. 

 

It is also of note that, early flights along the South Atlantic air route used by the USAAC 

depended very largely for weather intelligence upon the meteorologists of Panair do 

Brasil, an airline and a subsidiary of Pan American Airways.  For more on this and the 

weather reporting of the USAAC/USAAF, see Chapter 45.42 

 

Another aspect of Pan American’s contribution to the war were in the work of 3 

subsidiaries of which had been established by agreement with the British and US 

governments in early Summer 1941.  Pan American Air Ferries for the delivery of US-built 

aircraft from Miami to Khartoum in the Sudan, Pan American Airways Company for the 

 
40  https://www.gacetaeronautica.com/gaceta/wp-101/?p=20258 
41  https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/ 
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/12/20/horgan-pan-am-had-a-secret-role-in-the-manhattan-project/  
42  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf  

https://www.gacetaeronautica.com/gaceta/wp-101/?p=20258
https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/12/20/horgan-pan-am-had-a-secret-role-in-the-manhattan-project/
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf


operation of a transport service from the US to Western Africa, and Pan American 

Airways-Africa Ltd, for a transport service across Africa.  The services of PAA Ferries and 

PAA-Africa were extended by contract from Khartoum to Cairo and Tehran soon after 

Pearl Harbor.  Other US airlines subsequently supplemented the services provided by Pan 

American.  However, after December 1942, all aircraft crossing Africa used bases and 

facilities completely under military control, and the Pan American Air Ferries contract was 

also cancelled, and its lend-lease ferrying activities ceased entirely at the end of October 

194243. 

 

The American Pan American Airways routes in the 1940s44 

 

 
43  Ibid. 
44  http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html  

http://clipper-connection.blogspot.com/2015/05/pan-american-en-america-latina_2.html


 

Albrook Field, 

Panama Canal Zone 

in 1940 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women in period dress greet women arriving on a Pan Am flight. 

 

 

As explained below, in 1967, Braniff International completed its merger with Pan 

American Grace Airways (Panagra), separated from Pan American – and Panagra 

ceased to exist on that date.45 

  

 
45  In the late 1950s, the shipping line had begun a transition and lose interest in the airline.  
https://www.braniffinternational.com/pan-american-grace-airways-inc  
 

https://www.braniffinternational.com/pan-american-grace-airways-inc


These pages from a Panagra in-flight information 
brochure.  It was probably used during the war 
years as it includes a prohibition from passengers 
taking photographs. If the passenger’s camera 
was not in his/her baggage, the Purser would 
“take care of it for you”.46 

 

 
46  http://panamericangrace.com/2018/07/13/wartime-in-flight-information/  

http://panamericangrace.com/2018/07/13/wartime-in-flight-information/


 

 Cover of the Pan American Airways Annual Report 1944   



BRANIFF AIRWAYS 

 

Braniff Airways Inc (Braniff International Airways from 1948) was an airline which 

operated 1928-82, and was a competitor with Pan American on Latin American routes47. 

Originally based in Oklahoma City, where it had been founded by 2 brothers named 

Braniff in 1930, but it moved its company operations and maintenance facilities to Love 

Field, Dallas in 1934.   

 

It had been close to insolvency when the US Post Office awarded it an airmail route 

between Dallas and Chicago in 1934 (at the time airmail routes were the lifeblood of many 

small airlines, since they guaranteed a source of revenue in an unpredictable business 

climate).  In 1942, it also moved its administrative headquarters to Dallas, to become the 

quintessential Texas airline48. 

 

In 1935, the company bought another airline which gave it mail contracts connecting 

Dallas-Fort Worth and the Texas Panhandle with Mexico through connections in 

Brownsville, Texas.  As the first airline to offer service between Chicago and the Mexican 

border, it adopted the advertising slogan, "From the Great Lakes to the Gulf”.49 

 

At the start of the war, it surrendered over half its fleet to the USAAC and it also trained 

military pilots, radio operators, and mechanics.  It flew to the Canal Zone and for the 

USAAC Air Transport Command and continued to expand. 

 
47  And remembered by me as having all-orange colour schemes in the 1970s, including on the Boeing 747 
Jumbo Jet, which was modelled by Airfix. 
48  https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/braniff-airways  
49  Ibid. 
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Braniff DC.3 NC23665 at Dallas Love Field in 
194350 

 

It was given a contract to operate a 

military cargo flight between 

Brownsville, Texas, and Panama 

City/Balboa City, in the Canal Zone.  

The route was called the “Banana 

Run” because pilots made agreements with the banana producers in Panama to take their 

bananas to the US to sell.  Because of the war, producers could not fly their produce out 

of the country but the airline devised at least a small way to assist the growers. 

 

The US Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB) granted approval for Braniff to serve South America 

in 1942 out of Texas to Mexico, Cuba, Panama and South America, adding Miami as its 

“gateway” airport to South America in 1944.  It also acquired other airlines, as well as 

owning and operating Aerovias Braniff in Mexico 1943-46. 

 

 
50  Braniff began operations with its new DC.3 (first ordered in August 1939) in February 1940 between 
Dallas and Amarillo, Texas.  By Summer 1940, Braniff used only DC.3 and its smaller DC.2 cousin, with the 
more powerful DC.3A version (including upgraded DC.3) later. 



Braniff Airways DC-3-314A B-Liner NC25668 at Dallas-Love Field, circa 1946 
(Photo Copyright: Braniff Flying Colors Collection) 

 

Following the war, on 19 May 1946, the CAB awarded Braniff approval to operate routes 

to the Caribbean, Mexico and Central and South America, competing with Panagra.  CAB 

awarded Braniff a 7719-mile (12,418 km) route from Dallas to Houston to Havana, Balboa, 

Guayaquil, Lima, La Paz, Asuncion, and finally Buenos Aires. It later added Miami as a 

“gateway” to Latin America.  

 

Flights to South America via Cuba and Panama began on 4 June 1948 with a routing of 

Chicago – Kansas City – Dallas – Houston – Havana – Balboa – Guayaquil – Lima (Lima 

service did not begin until June 18, 1948).  The route was then extended in February 1949 

to La Paz and in March 1949, to Rio de Janeiro. Braniff was also the first airline authorised 

by CAB to operate JATO (Jet Assisted Take-Off) 

aircraft (a 4-engine DC.4) at La Paz. 

In 1952, Braniff International merged with Mid-

Continent Airlines, thus adding 32 routes to the 

29 domestic and 9 international routes the 

company operated at the time.51 

 

  

This notice was published in several newspapers in the 
last days of January 1967  
(Pablo Luciano Potenze collection) 

 

 

 

 

On 1 February 1967, Braniff International completed a merger with Pan American Grace 

Airways (Panagra), with the latter ceasing to exist as of that date, Braniff having purchased 

 
51  Ibid  



the airline for $30 million from its owners, WR Grace and Company and Pan American 

World Airways Inc52 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1945 Braniff Airways poster 

 

 
52  In the late 1950s, the shipping line had begun a transition and lose interest in the airline.  
https://www.braniffinternational.com/pan-american-grace-airways-inc  
 

https://www.braniffinternational.com/pan-american-grace-airways-inc


 

Braniff Routes in 1950. The notice was published in the newspaper Democracia of May 31, 1950  
(Pablo Luciano Potenze collection).53 

 

 
53  https://www.gacetaeronautica.com/gaceta/wp-101/?p=20258  
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TACA AIRLINES 

 

Transportes Aéreos Centroamericanos (TACA) was founded in Honduras in 1931 by a New 

Zealander, Lowell Yerex, to carry passengers and cargo and began operations with a sole 

single-engine Stinson monoplane.  Yerex left the company in 1945, In 1945, selling the 

company to Waterman Airlines, a subsidiary of Waterman Steamship Corporation that 

was based in New Orleans.  Also in 1945, the airline moved its headquarters to El 

Salvador. 

 

Yerez had fought in the Honduran revolution and began by using his Stinson to transport 

important people around Honduras, but the demand was such that after 2 years, he had 

to expand his trips to El Salvador54. 

 

Later renamed Transportes Aéreos del Continente Americano.  It had been was the 

second-oldest continuously operating airline brand in Central America and the Caribbean 

after Cubana.  From the 1950s to 1980, it was owned by a US company and had its 

corporate headquarters in New Orleans due to the civil war raging in El Salvador.  In 2009, 

it was announced that TACA Airlines would merge its assets in a strategic alliance with 

Colombian airline AVIANCA, and this merger was completed by 2013, with it continuing to 

operate as Avianca El Salvador. 

 
54  https://historico.elsalvador.com/historico/607710/fotos-asi-era-en-sus-inicios-taca-la-historica-aerolinea-
piloteada-por-roberto-kriete.html  

https://historico.elsalvador.com/historico/607710/fotos-asi-era-en-sus-inicios-taca-la-historica-aerolinea-piloteada-por-roberto-kriete.html
https://historico.elsalvador.com/historico/607710/fotos-asi-era-en-sus-inicios-taca-la-historica-aerolinea-piloteada-por-roberto-kriete.html


 

Single-engine Bellanca and For Trimotor of TACA Airlines, c.193555 

 

 
55  http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/scitech/impacto/graphic/aviation/graphic_companies3.html  
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