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Chapter 1 
An Introduction 

 
Panama City (Casco Viejo, 
the old city) in 1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Republic of Panama is located in the Western Hemisphere and borders the Caribbean 

Sea in the north, the Pacific Ocean to the south, Colombia in the east, and Costa Rica in 

the west.  It forms an isthmus (50 miles or 80 km wide at its narrowest section) that 

connects South America and Central America.  It has an area of 29,761 square miles or 

77,082 square km, with mountainous land towards the Caribbean coast and rolling hills 

and extensive savannas towards the Pacific.  Spanish is its official language.  Various native 

languages exist such as Kuna and Ngobe-Bugle. 

 

The climate of Panama is tropical, and the temperature is practically uniform throughout 

the year with an average temperature of 27°C.  The country has 2 seasons: the rainy 

season, which lasts from May to January, and the dry season, which lasts the remainder of 

the year.1 

 

 
1  https://www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/Panama1.html  

https://www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/Panama1.html
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Panama (more correctly Panamá) had achieved independence from Colombia prior to 

World War 12.  It did so with the assistance of the US, with gave its tacit approval to a 

rebellion by Panamanian nationalists, which began in November 1903.  This also 

enabled the US to complete construction of the Panama Canal, which saw its first transit 

on 15 August 1914. 

 

In 1903, the Republic of Panama, by means of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, had granted 

to the US (in perpetuity) the use, occupation, and control of a zone of land and land under 

water for the construction, maintenance, operation, sanitation, and protection of the 

Canal3.  This “Canal Zone” had an area of 553 square miles (1,430 square km) and its 

official status was as an unincorporated territory of the US.  Panama itself became a 

“protectorate” of the US.   

 

Panama only ceased to be an official US protectorate in 1939 when the US Senate 

eventually ratified the Hull-Alfaro Treaty of 19364, which made significant modifications to 

the original 1903 Treaty5.   

 
2  https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/panama-declares-independence  
Oddly, perhaps, its annual Independence Day on 28th November commemorates independence (as the now 
“lost province” of Colombia) from Spain.  The National Day (or Separation Day) is 3rd November, which 
commemorates the country’s separation from Colombia in 1903. 
3  https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-
canal-1903/: 1903 Convention with Panama for the Construction of a Ship Canal. 
Ratification was advised by the US Senate on 23 February 1904. It was ratified by the US President on 25 
February 1904 and by Panama on 2 December 1903. The ratifications were exchanged at Washington on 26 
February 1904 and the Treaty proclaimed the same day.  The Hay-Herrán Treaty, negotiated between the US 
and Colombia in 1903 had allowed the US rights to the land surrounding the planned canal, but the 
Colombian Senate had refused to ratify the treaty – but by then Panama was already in the process of 
seceding from Colombia. The subsequent US/Panama Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaty contained the same financial 
terms which had been offered to Colombia for use of the territory involved. 
4  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/Transcontinental-railroad-and-canal-projects#ref468289   
In 1931-32, a nationalist movement allowed Harmodo Arias Madrid become President, and he visited 
Washington in 1933, meeting Roosevelt and coming away with a commitment to review the 1903 Treaty.  
After 110 meetings 1934-36, the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty was signed – although, as we have seen, it took 
until 1939 for the US Senate to ratify it: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents 
5  A second amendment in 1955, included an increased annuity paid by the US (the 1936 Treaty had included 
an increase over the sums specified in the 1903 Treaty) and also relinquished title to property which the US 
held outside the Canal Zone.  In 1964, an agreement was reached between the US and Panama to adjust the 
rights of each country in the Canal Zone, but it failed to win Congressional ratification in the US. 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/panama-declares-independence
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/Transcontinental-railroad-and-canal-projects#ref468289
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
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The 1903 Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty also provided that – 

• “the Canal, when constructed, and the entrances thereto shall be neutral in 

perpetuity…in conformity with all the stipulations of, the treaty entered into by the 

Governments of the United States and Great Britain on November 18, 1901”6,  

• the agreement involved also extended to US control of the trans-isthmus railroad, 

and  

• “If it should become necessary at any time to employ armed forces for the safety 

or protection of the Canal, or of the ships that make use of the same, or the 

railways and auxiliary works, the United States shall have the right, at all times and 

in its discretion, to use its police and its land and naval forces or to establish 

fortifications for these purposes”7. 

 

As with other insular possessions8, following a period of military government, the US 

Congress passed an Act for the Canal Zone.  By then, the isthmian canal was almost 

complete.  This Panama Canal Act9 provided that the Canal Zone government was to be an 

 
6  The Hay–Pauncefote Treaty of 1901 had been a treaty signed by the US and Great Britain as a legal 
preliminary to the US involvement in construction of the Panama Canal, overturning previous treaty 
agreements dating from 1850 that had provided that no one country should have control of such a canal.  In 
fact, there had been 2 treaties, which sought to release the US from a previous commitment that any canal 
be “international”.  After the first treaty was signed in 1900 the US Senate refused to ratify it because it still 
restricted US rights over any proposed canal.  It was the second treaty in 1901 which finally fully abrogated 
the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850, which had sought to resolve conflicting US and British interests in Central 
America and provided for joint control and defence of any canal built across the isthmus of Panama.  Britain, 
it should be remembered, had interests in the nearby Mosquito Coast (then a protectorate), British 
Honduras (now Belize) and the Bay Islands off northern Honduras.  
https://www.britannica.com/event/Hay-Pauncefote-Treaty 
7  https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-
canal-1903/ 
The Hay-Pauceforte and Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaties implied, but did not specifically give, the right for the US 
to fortify the Canal Zone.  However, central to America’s decision to fortify was Article 3 of the Hay-Bunau-
Varilla treaty, which gave the US all powers, rights, and authority in the Zone: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf 
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
8  Insular possessions of the US are defined as American territories outside the customs territory of the 
US and now include the US Virgin Islands, Guam, American Samoa, Wake Island, Midway Islands, and 
Johnston Atoll. 
9  The Panama Canal Act of 24 August 1912, (incorporated into the Canal Zone Code, with effect from 19 
June 1934). 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Hay-Pauncefote-Treaty
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
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independent agency of the US established by Congress and administered under the 

supervision of the US President by a designated Governor.  This official would have formal 

control and jurisdiction over the Canal Zone and operate it as a civil state.  Congress 

further enacted a statutory Bill of Rights for the Canal Zone, as it also did in its insular 

possessions10.  

 

Long into the second half of the 20th Century the US Government remained of the view 

that the Treaty of 1903 had ceded sovereignty over the Canal and Canal Zone to the US.  

While by 1975 the executive branch had modified its stance, into the 1970s the US 

Congress still staunchly maintained the view that the US did, in fact, govern the Canal 

Zone as sovereign territory11.  For example, in 1975, it was emphasised that “The Canal 

Zone is not a ‘leased’ area, as so often misstated in the press and n reference works, but a 

grant in perpetuity under our full sovereign rights, power and authority and, in fact, 

constitutionally acquired domain of the United States”.12 

 

By 1930, there were 39,469 US Citizens resident in the Canal Zone, of whom 10,470 were 

associated with the Army (as we shall see, the US Army was responsible for the Canal 

Zone, its defence and its security)13.  In January 1934, the Panama Canal Department (as 

the Army command was called) consisted of 419 officers and 8,884 enlisted men.  This 

manpower level was considered too low, and by 1936 enlisted strength had increased to 

12,99014. 

 

The 1936 Treaty had ended the Panama Republic’s “protectorate” status by abrogating 

the 1903 Treaty provisions relating to the US guarantee of the Republic's independence 

and the US right of intervention.  It substituted instead negotiation and the purchase of 

 
10  https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf  
11 United States Sovereignty Over the Panama Canal Zone by Howard Rubin (Brooklyn Institute of 
International Law) 1976: 
https://brooklynworks.brooklaw.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1445&context=bjil  
12  US 94th Congress, 1st Session, 121 CONG. REC. H10417 (1975)  
13  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
14  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  

https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf
https://brooklynworks.brooklaw.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1445&context=bjil
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/


18 
 

land outside the Canal Zone in place of the former of rights of expropriation available to 

the US.  A dispute over the annual annuity payable by the US was resolved (Panama had 

stopped accepting payments in 1934 due to complaints over its valuation).  Various 

business and commercial provisions of the new Treaty dealt with longstanding 

Panamanian complaints – for example, private commercial operations unconnected with 

Canal operations were to be forbidden in the Canal Zone and free entry into the Canal 

Zone was to be provided for Panamanian goods, with custom houses at entrances to the 

Zone to regulate the entry of goods whose ultimate destination was in the Republic15. 

 

The “capital” of the Canal Zone was at Balboa16, where there was a port at the Pacific end 

of the Canal complex17.  The Canal Zone consisted of the Canal itself and an area generally 

extending 5 miles (8 km) on each side of its centreline, but excluding the Panama City (on 

the Pacific coast) and the city of Colon (more properly “Colón”, on the Caribbean coast18) - 

that would have otherwise fallen partly within the 5-mile footprint19.  The territory 

included the territorial waters out to the 3-mile limit at either end of the Canal.  When 

reservoirs were created to assure a steady supply of water for the Canal locks, those lakes 

were also included within the Canal Zone.   

 
15  http://www.czbrats.com/treaty77/1936.htm  
However, the US Senate was reluctant to accept the amendments, such as the new Treaty providing that, in 
the event of any threat to the security of either country, joint measures could be taken only after 
consultation between them. Only after an exchange of diplomatic notes clarified that Panama was willing 
under to permit the US to act unilaterally, did the Senate give its consent on 25 July 1939. 
16  The Balboa is also the name of the national currency of Panama, which is tied to, and is interchangeable 
with (in Panama) the US Dollar.  The town of Balboa, now a district of the sprawling Panama City (but 
unmistakeably bearing the hallmarks of former US forces occupation), was founded by the US during 
construction of the Canal on land cleared, drained, filled and levelled by the US Army Corps of Engineers, in 
the hilly area north of Panama City at the Pacific end of the Canal.  Like most towns in the Canal Zone, it was 
served by Canal Zone Government–operated schools, post offices, police and fire stations, commissaries, 
cafeteria, movie theatres, service centres, bowling alleys, and other recreational facilities and company 
stores, as well as several schools.  It now has a substantial port, with container facilities (by 2012 the busiest 
container port in Latin America), Panamax-size dry dock and connections with the Panama Canal Railway.  
17  For brief summaries of the other towns in the Canal Zone, see the separate Chapter, and also: 
https://www.czbrats.com/Towns/thetowns.htm  
18  It sometimes causes confusion that the end of the Canal on the country’s Caribbean coast is referred to as 
the Atlantic end. 
19  The Panama Canal Zone was designated by an Act of Congress in 1914 as a strip of land “and land under 
water” 5 miles wide on either side of the Canal: 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 

http://www.czbrats.com/treaty77/1936.htm
https://www.czbrats.com/Towns/thetowns.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
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Balboa in the 
early 1940s, 
looking up the 
street towards 
the Commissary, 
Club House and 
First National 
City Bank20 

 

 

 

 

 

US citizens living within the Canal Zone were known as “Zonians” (see the postwar parking 

sign below)21 – or, in Spanish, zoneíta or zoniano, or Zoneítas in the plural) and only those 

connected with the administration, operation, maintenance, or the defence of the Canal 

(and their dependants) were allowed to live within the Canal Zone22.   

 

Housing was provided for all persons employed by the US Government (with floor space 

based on the person’s ranking in the hierarchy – establishing a sort of caste system (for 

more information see the Chapters on the Gold Roll and Silver Roll system, and that on 

racial discrimination in the Canal Zone), and private 

ownership of land within the Canal Zone was prohibited23.   

 

Until 1955, the US authorities applied a “Jim Crow” 

discrimination system, with white US persons rated higher 

than non-whites and generally treated differently.  In fact, 

the schools in the Canal Zone were only fully desegregated 

 
20  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof308.htm  
21  The Panama Canal Society holds a reunion for Zonians each year in the US, usually in Florida. 
22  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
23  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof308.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
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in the 1970s, and the US Civil Rights Act enforced24, some 20 years after schools had been 

desegregated in the Continental US25.   

 

For a long time, and certainly during World War 2, the Canal Zone was segregated 

between American and Caribbean workers, with everything from shops to latrines 

designated as "gold" (for Americans) and "silver" (for West Indian and Caribbean workers).  

White workers, including labourers, also received the better clinical care in the Canal Zone 

and their homes benefited from mosquito screens26. 

 

 
24  As one black woman born in the Canal Zone after World War 2 said, "I was born in the same hospital as 
John McCain, but he walked out an American and I walked out a Panamanian"; and she did not come into 
contact with white Zonians until the schools were desegregated in the 1970s.  Instead, she was raised 
separately, in a culture that drew from her Panamanian and Caribbean roots: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016  
25  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
26  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/
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Until 1979, the Canal Zone territory remained wholly controlled by the US, which had 

purchased the land required from the private and public owners, built the Canal and 

financed its construction.  The Canal Zone was finally abolished in 1979, under the 

Torrijos-Carter Treaties of 197727; with the Canal itself placed under joint US–Panamanian 

control until it came under fully Panamanian control in 1999, when the US flag was 

lowered for the last time on 31 December 199928. 

Calidonia (a corregimiento29 within Panama City), which lay outside the Canal Zone, in 1940 
 

 
27  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal 
28  https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234 and 
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx 
29  A corregimiento is the smallest administrative division level in the country, a subdivision of a district, 
which is in turn a subdivision of a province.  Hence, Calidonia is a corregimiento within Panama District and 
Panama Province. 

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal
https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx
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US Navy Nurses sightseeing during World War 2 in 
the ruins of Old Panama, which was destroyed by 
the pirate Henry Morgan in 167130 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Because of its unincorporated legal status, it used to be the case that individuals born in 

the Canal Zone were not automatically entitled to US citizenship, even though born on 

what was considered to be US soil.  Under the Naturalization Act of 1795, children born of 

2 US citizen parents were statutory US citizens.  Others, however, held the legal status of 

“US nationals” and were not full citizens, like those born today in American Samoa.  

 

 
30 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-13828.html  

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-13828.html
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-13828.html
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In 1937, Congress changed things by providing that any children born in the Canal Zone 

after 1904 of at least 1 US citizenship parent were natural-born US citizens by virtue of 

their birth in the Canal Zone.  Perhaps the most renowned case of such an individual 

having been born in the Canal Zone came to light in 2008, when Senator John McCain, 

born therein in 1936, ran for President31. 

 

Between 1930 and 1943, in the wake of the Depression of the 1930s, US capital 

investments had dropped sharply in every Latin American country except oil-rich 

Venezuela and in Panama, and Panama enjoyed the higher percentage increase of the 

two, as investment multiplied threefold to $514 million, mostly in banking and utilities.  

The number of US-controlled enterprises in Panama also increased, from 22 in 1929 to 79 

in 1943.  

 

In addition, an estimated 12.5% of the Panamanian pre-war workforce was employed in 

the Canal Zone - in 1939, there were 3,511 “Gold Roll” (US rate) workers in the Zone, and 

11,246 "Silver Roll" (Local rate) workers, but by 1942 these numbers would grow to 8,550 

and 28,686.  

 

The influx of workers to the Canal Zone, and to Panama City and Colón in the 

Republic, would be so great that the Panamanian Government complained about the 

scarcity of teachers and other skilled employees.  The Government did, however, try to 

take advantage of the situation by "strengthening" English language education in schools 

and emphasising vocational training in commercial and business administration so as to 

encourage the development of small businesses and to provide skilled employees for the 

increased number of commercial enterprises. 

  

 
31  https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf  

https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf


24 
 

CANAL STATISTICS 1914-39 

 

Between 15 August 1914 and 1 July 1939, no less than 104,417 oceangoing vessels of over 

300 net tons (and 8,199 of less than 300 tons) had transited the Canal, carrying 

499,077,200 cargo-tons of freight; and the total tolls had amounted to $453,046,857.91 

on a net capital investment of $509,008,594.38 (which sum included $128, 991,063 

compound interest on construction funds from 1904-20).32 

Plaza de Santa Ana, Panama 

City 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MORE ON THE 1939 TREATY 

 

In the 1930s, while the US was assuming a more conciliatory stance, Panamanians were 

losing patience, and a political base for virulent nationalism was emerging33.   

 

For example, a dispute arose in 1932 over Panamanian opposition to the sale of 3.2% beer 

in the Canal Zone which was competing with Panamanian beers.  Tension rose when the 

Governor of the Canal Zone insisted on formally replying to the protests, despite the 

 
32  https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1940/october/discussions-comments-and-notes  
33  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1940/october/discussions-comments-and-notes
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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Panamanian Government's view that proper diplomatic relations should involve only the 

local US Government Minister34.   

 

In 1933, when unemployment in Panama had reached a dangerous level and friction over 

the Canal Zone commissaries was revived, President Harmodio Arias Madrid35 went to 

Washington.36  The result was agreement on a number of issues.  The US pledged 

sympathetic consideration of future arbitration requests involving economic issues that 

did not affect the vital aspects of Canal operation.  Special efforts were to be made to 

protect Panamanian business interests from the smuggling of cheaply purchased 

commissary goods out of the Canal Zone.  The US also promised to seek appropriations 

from Congress to sponsor the repatriation of the numerous immigrant Canal workers, who 

were said to be aggravating the unemployment situation in Panama.   

 

Most important, however, was President Roosevelt's acceptance, in a joint statement with 

President Harmodio Arias Madrid, that US rights in the Canal Zone applied only for the 

purposes of "maintenance, operation, sanitation, and protection" of the Canal.  The 

resolution of this long-standing issue, along with a clear recognition of Panama as a 

sovereign nation, was regarded as a significant move in the direction of the Panamanian 

interpretation of the proper US position in the isthmus.37 

 

This accord, though welcomed in Panama, came too early to deal with a major problem 

concerning the $250,000 annuity payable by the US.  The devaluation of the US dollar in 

1934 had reduced its gold content to 59.6% of its former value., meaning that the 

annuity’s value was nearly cut in half in the newly devalued dollars.  As a result, the 

Panamanian government refused to accept the annuity paid at the new exchange rate.38 

 
34  It would not be until March 1939 that the US Legation in Panama was upgraded to Embassy status, with a 
US Ambassador instead of a Minister. 
35  The brother of the more famous wartime President Arnulfo Aria Madrid, who was deposed in 1941 (see 
the Chapter on the wartime Presidents). 
36  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
37  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
38  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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A visit to the Republic by President Roosevelt in the Summer of 1934 prepared the way to 

open negotiations on this and other matters.  A Panamanian mission arrived in 

Washington in November, and discussions on a replacement for the Hay-Bunau-Varilla 

Treaty continued through 1935.  In March 1936, Secretary of State Cordell Hull and 

Assistant Secretary of State Sumner Welles joined the Panamanian negotiators in signing a 

new treaty - the Hull-Alfaro Treaty, together with other 3 related conventions which 

regulated radio communications and provided for the US to construct a new trans-

isthmian highway connecting Panama City and Colón39. 

 

The 1936 Treaty provided a new context for relations between the two countries and 

ended the protectorate status of Panama by abrogating the 1903 Treaty’s guarantee of 

the Republic's independence and the concomitant US right of intervention.  Thereafter, 

the US would substitute negotiation and purchase of land outside the Canal Zone for its 

former rights of expropriation.  The dispute over the annuity was resolved by agreeing to 

fix it at 430,000 balboa (the balboa being equivalent to the devalued US dollar), which 

increased the gold value of the original annuity by $7,500, which was to be paid 

retroactively to 1934 – the year in which Panama had begun refusing the payments.40 

 

Various other business and commercial provisions dealt with longstanding Panamanian 

complaints. Private commercial operations unconnected with Canal operations were to be 

forbidden in the Canal Zone.  This policy and the closing of the Canal Zone to foreign 

commerce were to provide Panamanian merchants with relief from competition.  Free 

entry into the Canal Zone was provided for Panamanian goods, and Panamanian custom 

houses were to be established at entrances to the Canal Zone to regulate the entry of 

goods whose final destination was in the Republic. 

 

 
39  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
40  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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The Hull-Alfaro revisions, though hailed by both Governments, radically altered the special 

rights of the US in the isthmus, and the US Senate was reluctant to accept the 

alterations41.  Only after an exchange of interpretative diplomatic notes had permitted 

Senator Key Pittman, chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, to advise his 

colleagues that Panama was willing to permit the US to act unilaterally for the defence of 

the Canal, did the US Senate give its consent on 25 July 1939.42 

 

For more detail on negotiations leading to the 1936 Treaty, the agreement on highways 

(which was approved) and those on radio transmitters (which were not approved), see 

Annex 4. 

 

THE WARTIME GOVERNORS 

 

In peacetime, the Governor of the Panama Canal was responsible for the operation and 

maintenance of the Canal itself, as well as the administration, sanitation, and government 

of the Canal Zone.  He was also the President of the Panama Railroad, which ran along the 

eastern side of the waterway to connect the terminal ports of Cristobal and Balboa.  The 

Panama Railroad Company also operated the Panama Line (see the Chapter on the 

railroad and its ships), whose 3 ships had been specifically designed for its needs43.   

 

The Governor, by custom a retired US Army Engineers officer, reported directly to the 

Secretary of War.  As an emergency measure, on 5 September 1939, the Canal Zone was 

placed under the jurisdiction of the Commanding General, Panama Canal Department (the 

Army command in the Canal Zone).  However, the general’s authority over operation of 

the Canal and governmental functions continued to be exercised through the Governor44.  

 

 
41  The US military also opposed the changes. 
42  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
43  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
44  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
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Glen E Edgerton was Governor for most of the war (1940-44).  A US Army engineer officer, 

he had previously served as Panama Canal maintenance engineer 1936-40 – and his 

eventual successor as Governor had also succeeded him in this post.   

 

Edgerton had been preceded in 1936 to 1940 by Clarence S Ridley, another Army officer, 

who was notable for having supervised the construction of the Lincoln Memorial in 

Washington DC.   

 

Following Edgerton in 1944, Major General John C Mehaffey, another Army engineer, was 

Governor 1944-48.  Having already served in the Canal Zone 1911-12, Mehaffey was 

assigned to the Panama Canal Zone again in 1941 as maintenance engineer, succeeding 

Edgerton.  Whilst Governor, Mehaffey conducted the Isthmian Canal Studies in 1947, 

producing what was called the Mahaffey Report.  This proposed dispensing with the locks 

and constructing a sea-level canal at a cost of $3.5 billion.  Nothing came of the report, but 

more information on it can be found in the Chapter on reassessment of the value of the 

Canal to the US 1945-49. 

 

A HISTORY OF CORRUPTION 

 

While the postwar period of the 1940s and 1950s, and the dictatorships that were only 

finally ended after the US invasion in 1989, are commonly seen as a time of corruption 

undermining business and community in Panama, in truth its roots go back to the origins 

of the country. 

 

The impetus to create a separate state from Gran Colombia after independence from 

Spain in the 19th Century, and the separation from Colombia in 1903, was in large part 

driven by a wealthy elite.  The elite were white and Catholic landowners, who were to be 

enriched by the US-built railway.  It is reported that the elite even contemplated becoming 

a British protectorate before the deal with the US was done. 
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It is said that as well as sending warships, the US provided bribes, for support in obtaining 

both Panamanian independence and the deal allowing the US to acquire what became the 

Canal and the Canal Zone. 

Once entrenched, patronage and nepotism were employed to control the country, such as 

by the distribution of public offices.  Working class parties faced a high hurdle to entry into 

the power, later exacerbated by US anti-communism.  The lower classes were also 

discriminated using the Gold and Silver Roll system. 

 

When Arnulfo Arias Madrid was elected President in 1940 this was said to be the first time 

someone not associated with the Union Club elite had been elected President (although 

his brother had also previously been President45 - and whose anti-corruption policies had 

antagonised many who had benefited from it).  This breakthrough was, however, 

undermined by his authoritarian and racist policies, which included seeking to removing 

citizenship from those of ethnic origin he considered undesirable (for much more about 

him, see the Chapter on the wartime Presidents). 

 

Ironically perhaps, it was a dictator, Omar Torrijos, who was to at least temporarily break 

the political stranglehold which the elite had on the country.  A nationalist, from 1968. 

Torrijos increased public and social spending on infrastructure, education, health and 

social housing.  That said, actual socialists were persecuted, and corruption continued, 

worsening considerably under Torrijos’ successor, Manuel Noriega46. 

 
45  Harmodio Arias Madrid had served as acting President in January 1931 (having been one of the leaders of 
the 1931 revolution, with his brother, that overthrew the government of Florencio Harmodio Arosemena) 
and as President 1932-36, after winning the 1932 presidential election.  He was also responsible for the 
negotiations that led to the 1936 Treaty with the US. 
46  https://www.jacobinmag.com/2021/11/panama-protest-elites-corruption-economic-model-democracy 

https://www.jacobinmag.com/2021/11/panama-protest-elites-corruption-economic-model-democracy
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The Happy Land Club on central Avenue, 
Panama City 

 

The Panama Canal Press building 
at Mount Hope, Canal Zone in 
1940 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE CANAL ZONE POLICE AND LAW ENFORCEMENT 

 

The "Division of Police and Prisons" was first organised in June 

1904, and Canal Zone Police uniforms were copied from the 

uniform the "Rough Riders" had used in the Spanish-American 

War, remaining remained unchanged until 1941.   

 

By 1940 the police and fire departments came under one 

individual whose title was the Chief of the Police and Fire 

Division, although it was not clear when this merger took 

place or how long it lasted.   
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On 31 July 1943, the Division saw the term “first class policeman”, with the term 

“policeman” to be used for all officers, except those of rank.  However, it continued the 

Gold and Silver Roll system.47 

 

1943 also saw the force stop using horses, on 14 September all those owned and used by 

the Police Division were either released to other Divisions or sold or retired.  The new 

Chief feeling that the horse had outlived its usefulness.48 

 

On 30 April 1944, all police services provided for the Division Engineer ended, with the 

substations at Curundu, Camp Chiva and Camp Harrison turned over to the military 

police.49 

 

On 12 June 1944, the Division adopted a radio-telephone system, allowing communication 

using UHF radio between patrol cars and stations and between stations.  There were 13 

radio patrol cars (including 7 in Balboa District and 3 in Cristobal District)50. 

 

In 1945, the uniform was changed from khaki to steel grey, with service-style hats and 

Sam Browne belts, short-sleeve shirts and tie.  They also wore jodhpur trousers, boots and 

leather puttees.51 

 

The Canal Zone Police Force were disbanded on 31 March 1982, when law enforcement 

responsibilities for the former Panama Canal Zone passed to Panama.   

 
47  On 1 May 1944, the Division had 54 officers of rank, 213 Gold Roll and 48 Silver Roll: 
https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm  
48  Ibid. 
49  Ibid. 
50  Ibid. 
51  Ibid. 

https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm
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The Panama Canal Zone Police Station at 
Madden Dam in 1942.   

 

This photo shows the Police Station at 

Madden Dam.  It was a 2-storey 

building of an architectural style typical 

of the buildings built in the Canal Zone 

for residences in the civilian areas 

outside the military and naval air 

bases.  At this station, there was the 

vehicular control of those who travelled through the sector adjacent to the then small 

town of Chilibre, which at that time did not have more than 250 inhabitants52. 

 

The Canal Zone Fire Department had been established in 1905, initially manned by 

volunteers, with a fire chief appointed on 1 December and the first paid company 

established at Cristobal in November 190653. 

 

Meanwhile, in Panama itself, the Department of Corrections was established in 1940 to 

administer the country's penal system for the Ministry of Government and Justice. 

Operation of the prisons had previously been a direct function of the National Police.  The 

intention of the government officials who established the Department of Corrections was 

to end the inherent abuses in the system, but the new department was never properly 

staffed, and police had to be used as jailers.54 

 

As a US territory, the US Marshals Service also operated in the Canal Zone, and did so until 

its office closed in 1982, with the termination on that date of the jurisdiction of the US 

District Court in Panama, and marked by a closing ceremony in the District Court. 

 
52  https://es.paperblog.com/panama-canal-police-en-la-antigua-zona-del-canal-en-1942-6407901/  
53  http://www.coins-of-panama.com  
54  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://es.paperblog.com/panama-canal-police-en-la-antigua-zona-del-canal-en-1942-6407901/
http://www.coins-of-panama.com/
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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There were 10 marshals appointed to the Canal Zone between 1914 and 198255. 

 

Panama Canal Zone District Courthouse 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Panama Canal Act 1912 had created a US Federal District Court for the Canal Zone 

within the appellate jurisdiction of the US Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in New 

Orleans.  This was a logically dictated step, given the that court’s familiarity with maritime 

law issues.   

 

From 1914 until its formal closure in 1982, the federal territorial court was presided by 

several judges from the US.  These jurists were not Article III judges56, but rather 

appointed for a term of years, as were judges in the federal courts in the US Virgin Islands, 

Guam, and the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas.   

 

Until 1979, a total of 12 judges had been appointed to the Canal Zone bench.  In 1977–78, 

visiting Fifth Circuit judges also presided by designation.  Finally, from June 1979 until 

March 1982, an Article III judge from the Eastern District of Louisiana, presided by 

designation.  He was responsible for the termination of the court’s 800-case docket, and 

for 3 years, he would sit for a full week every month in the Canal Zone federal court57. 

 
55  https://www.usmarshals.gov/history/panama/index.html  
Notably, the closure of the office in Panama marked only the second time in the nearly 200-year history of 
the Marshals Service that a Marshal's office has been deactivated 
56  Article III of the US Constitution governs the appointment, tenure, and payment of Supreme Court 
justices, and federal circuit and district judges. These judges are nominated by the president and confirmed 
by the US Senate 
57  https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf  

https://www.usmarshals.gov/history/panama/index.html
https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf
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A 1939 Canal Zone stamp    Grace Lines “Colombia” in a transit of 
       Panama Canal. (Source: US Merchant 
       Marine Academy Maritime Museum) 

 

Plaza 5 de Mayo, Panama City in 1939 
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WW2 Military Police mascot dog, First Sergeant Sonny 
in Canal Zone58 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

One of the locomotive 
“mules” used at the 
Miraflores and Pedro 
Miguel Locks during 
World War 2.  Built by GE 
in New York in 1914, one 
of a fleet of 40, it was 
only retired in 1964, and 
is now on display at the 
Miraflores Locks Visitors 
Center59. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
58https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/531635931003492944/?amp_client_id=CLIENT_ID(_)&mweb_unauth_id=%
7B%7Bdefault.session%7D%7D&amp_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.ch%2Famp%2Fpin%2F53163593
1003492944%2F&from_amp_pin_page=true  
59  http://www.panamarailroad.org/loco.html  

https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/531635931003492944/?amp_client_id=CLIENT_ID(_)&mweb_unauth_id=%7B%7Bdefault.session%7D%7D&amp_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.ch%2Famp%2Fpin%2F531635931003492944%2F&from_amp_pin_page=true
https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/531635931003492944/?amp_client_id=CLIENT_ID(_)&mweb_unauth_id=%7B%7Bdefault.session%7D%7D&amp_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.ch%2Famp%2Fpin%2F531635931003492944%2F&from_amp_pin_page=true
https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/531635931003492944/?amp_client_id=CLIENT_ID(_)&mweb_unauth_id=%7B%7Bdefault.session%7D%7D&amp_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.ch%2Famp%2Fpin%2F531635931003492944%2F&from_amp_pin_page=true
http://www.panamarailroad.org/loco.html
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GUARDING THE LOCKS60 

 

Until the mid-1930s, except during World War 1, the locks had been guarded by the Canal 

Zone Police, not to prevent sabotage, but as part of its normal law and order function.  

The first subsequent use of the military for the role was during maneuvres in 1934, when a 

company of the 14th Infantry Regiment was employed.  This exercise proved the 

inadequacy of safeguards against sabotage and the Governor asked the commanding 

general of the Panama Canal Department to establish military gaurds at each set of locks, 

spillways and powerhouses.   

 

In 1936, the local civilian watchmen used on the Canal were placed under the 

administration of the Canal Zone Police and Fire Division (see above), and in 1941 they 

were formally transferred to that Division.  During the war, of course, Army guards were 

used (and supplemented the Canal Zone Police), but the end of the war in 1945 saw 

civilian watchmen being reinstated, with a new force comprising 30 guards  and 2 

sergeants under the Superintendent of the Locks Division.  It had responsbility for lock 

security, and was backed up by the Canal Zone Police.  The military was to return to the 

security role 1950-52, during hostilities in Korea. 

 

The Military Lock Guard was established under a directive issued on 28 July 1934, with 

one company from each of the 33rd and 14th Infantry Regiments (with around 100 men 

from each).  The specific sites named were the Miraflores Locks and its diesel-electric 

plant, the Pedro Miguel Locks, the Gatun Locks, Dam and hydro-electric plant. 

 

The military shared the protection of the facilities with the Canal Zone Police.  The latter 

being responsible for checking civilians entering, and the military controlling access of 

military personnel.  The police did not operate between 2300 and 0600, when the locks 

 
60  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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were not in operation (regular 24-hour operations did not start until the 1960s).  It took 

some time for permanent barracks to replace tents used to house the military guards. 

 

However, a report from the commanding general of the Pacific sector in early 1939 once 

again commented on the inadequacy of security.  The guard was seen as inadequate, in 

terms of numbers and equipment (e.g. a shortage of automatic weapons). 

 

The threats to the Canal in 1939 were seen as being – 

• Ramming of the lock gates; 

• Timed bombs being dropped overboard from transiting vessels; 

• Blockships sunk in the locks; 

• Explosives being dropped from passing ships; and 

• Blockships sunk in the main channel. 

 

The military considered that raids mounted from Panamanian territory were a strong 

possibility (bearing in mind the the Canal Zone only reached 2½ miles either side of the 

centreline of the Canal). 

 

From 21 September 1939, a joint board was established consisting of an officer from the 

Panama Canal Department, the Department’s Atlantic and Pacific Sectors and the Canal 

authorities.  This board would meet regularly to discuss security requirements during the 

expansion of facilities in and around the Canal.  For example, it recommended that the 

numbers of men allocated to the military guard were increased. 

 

In addition to the guard on the locks there was the so-called Utility Guard.  The number 

and type of facility included under its protection expanded from 1939, to include such 

things as filtration plants and, in 1940, transformer substations, the Mechanical Division 
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yards at Balboa and Cristobal, the Mount Hope and Balboa Tank Farms and even the 

length of the Panama Railroad.  The Saddle Dams at Madden Lake were also guarded61.  

 

From 16 February 1941, the Mobile Force would be given the role of protecting the locks 

and other facilities (for more on the Mobile Force, see the Chapter on ground forces).62  

 

1931: INAUGURATION OF PANAMA'S INTRA-PROVINCE AIRMAIL SERVICE63 

 

On 29 November 1931, an internal airmail system was inaugurated.  The aircraft used for 

the first flights of the airmail service was an Loening amphibian biplane christened “3 de 

Noviembre”64.  The flying boat depicted on the new airmail stamp issued for these flights 

bears little resemblance to the amphibian biplane actually used65. 

 

On 28-29 November 1931, the first intra-province airmail flights were made to or from the 

following towns (with the approximate quantities of letters received) within each western 

province of the Republic: Taboga (100), Santiago de Veraguas (1,000), La Chorrera (200), 

Puerto Armuelles (500), Bejuco (100), Bocas del Toro (1,500), Anton (500), Panama City 

(23,000), David (3,000), Penonome (500), Colón (8,000), and Aguadulce (1,000).  The 

airmail intended for Bocas del Toro was flown from Folks River, Colón. 

 

All the flights originated from Panama City; one travelled the Pacific route starting from 

Panama City and the other left Panama to Colón to travel the Atlantic route. 

 
61  In November 1941, an exercise involving the Mobile Force demonstrated that a raiding party could attack 
to Dam, but that it would take an estimated 6,000 lb (2,725 kg) of TNT to rupture the Saddle Dam, which 
breach would anyway take weeks to drain the Lake. 
62  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
63  https://www.americanairmailsociety.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/08/APJ_Volume_084_Issue_0994_No_04_April_2013.pdf  
64  3 November was the date of Panama’s independence from Colombia in 1903. 
65  The stamp featured a much larger twin-engine Consolidated Commodore flying-boat of New York, Rio, 
and Buenos Aires Line (NYRBA or NYRBA) airline (flying over Manhattan!).   

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.americanairmailsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/APJ_Volume_084_Issue_0994_No_04_April_2013.pdf
https://www.americanairmailsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/APJ_Volume_084_Issue_0994_No_04_April_2013.pdf
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First Day Cover dated 29 November 1931 

 

1914: BRYAN-CHAMORRO TREATY AND THE POSSIBILITY OF A NICARAGUAN CANAL 

 

In August 1914, as the Panama Canal was seeing the first transit of the completed Canal, 

another treaty was signed between the US and Nicaragua.  Under this treaty, the Bryan-

Chamorro Treaty, the US was granted the right to construct a canal across Nicaragua, an 

option to build a naval base on the Gulf of Fonseca (where there would be a US Navy 

operation during World War 2 – see Chapter 28) and a long-term lease on the Corn Islands 

in the Caribbean66. 

 

The full text of the Treaty is available (at page 169 onwards) at -

https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan0

12635mbp.pdf 

 

Echoing the 1903 Treaty with Panama, Article 1 of the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, Article I 

provided that - 

“The Government of Nicaragua grants in perpetuity to the Government of the United 

States, forever free from all taxation or other public charge, the exclusive proprietary 

rights necessary and convenient for the construction, operation and maintenance of an 

interoceanic canal by way of the San Juan River and the great Lake of Nicaragua or by way 

of any route over Nicaraguan territory, the details of the terms upon which such canal 

shall be constructed, operated and maintained to be agreed to by the two governments 

 
66  https://www.britannica.com/event/Bryan-Chamorro-Treaty  

https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp.pdf
https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp.pdf
https://www.britannica.com/event/Bryan-Chamorro-Treaty
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whenever the Government of the United States shall notify the Government of Nicaragua 

of its desire or intention to construct such canal”, 

 

Article II provided that - 

“To enable the Government of the United States to protect the Panama Canal and the 

proprietary rights granted to the Government of the United States by the foregoing 

article, and also to enable the Government of the United States to take any measure 

necessary to the ends contemplated herein, the Government of Nicaragua hereby leases 

for a term of ninety-nine years to the Government of the United States the islands in the 

Caribbean Sea known as Great Corn Island and Little Corn Island; and the Government of 

Nicaragua further grants to the Government of the United States for a like period of 

ninety-nine years the right to establish, operate and maintain a naval base at such place 

on the territory of Nicaragua bordering upon the Gulf of Fonseca as the Government of 

the United States may select”. 

 

Nicaragua’s neighbours El Salvador67 and Costa Rica68 protested, claiming that the Treaty 

endangered their security, and the Central American Court of Justice upheld the validity of 

their claim.  However, both the US and Nicaragua ignored the ruling and the Treaty 

remained in effect, with the US Senate ratifying it in 191669.  In the end, the US used it 

only to allow it to build a lighthouse on the Corn Islands70.  The Bryan-Chamorro Treaty 

was formally abrogated in 197071. 

 

 
67  El Salvador shared the Gulf of Fonseca with Nicaragua (and Honduras) 
68  Costa Rica was particularly concerned by the potential effects on the San Juan River, which formed a large 
part of its northern boundary: and an 1858 treaty with Nicaragua provided that it would not make any 
grants of rights without consulting Costa Rica. 
69  The refusal of the US to honour the ruling of the court destroyed the influence of that body, and in March 
1918 the court formally ceased to exist 
70  In 1910, there had been attempts to cede Great Corn Island to Britain. 
71  https://www.britannica.com/event/Bryan-Chamorro-Treaty  

https://www.britannica.com/event/Bryan-Chamorro-Treaty
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It can be seen as an attempt by the US to block any potential European interest in an 

alternative canal through Nicaragua72.  It had the bonus of enabling the US to add to the 

defences and facilities for the Panama Canal (though the option of the additional naval 

base and the lighthouse).73 

 

While nothing came of the 1914 Treaty, the possibility of a second canal through 

Nicaragua would arise from time to time between the wars (and in the 21st Century a 

Chinese project is reportedly to make the idea a reality, although, at the time of writing, 

nothing has come of it).74 

 

  

 
72  In June 1914, it was reported that Germany had offered to outbid the US for a canal route monopoly in 
Nicaragua 
73  Interest in a Nicaraguan Canal 1903-1931 by Thomas A Bailky (Stanford University, 1936). 
74  Incidentally, I was briefly involved in discussions in the 2000s in another alternative to the Panama Canal, 
using Honduras.  With ports on either coast and a high-speed rail link instead of a Canal. 
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Chapter 2 

PANAMA IN 1939 

 

The heavy-handed military intervention policies of the interwar years, which saw US 

forces used in places such as Panama75, Haiti, Honduras and the Dominican Republic, had 

had a negative effect on both diplomatic relations and the reputation of the US in Central 

America76.   

 

This had made the Canal Zone appear to be a US exclave of significant size surrounded by 

what was perceived as increasingly hostile neighbours (including that fuelled by 

nationalist feelings in Panama itself77).  However, the changes contained in the new 1936 

Treaty between the US and Panama (which was finally ratified in 1939), which sought to 

reposition Panama as a partner instead of what had appeared to be, in effect, a vassal 

state (and technically a “protectorate”), were better received if still not considered 

altogether satisfactory78. 

 

The Roosevelt Administration sought a more conciliatory approach, and something more 

akin to a partnership with Panama.  Indeed, it is worth noting that the Canal Zone and the 

 
75 In Panama, for example, in 1918-20: US forces were used for police duty according to treaty stipulations, 
in Chiriquí Province, during election disturbances and subsequent unrest; during the 1921 Panama-Costa 
Rica confrontation (border disputes between the two only being settled by the Echandi-Fernandez Treaty of 
1941). US naval squadrons demonstrated in April on both sides of the Isthmus to prevent war between the 
countries over a boundary dispute; and in October 1925 strikes and rent riots led to the landing of about 600 
American troops to keep order and protect American interests. 
76 For examples of this “high handedness”, see Instances of Use of United States Armed Forces Abroad, 1798-
2020 (Congressional Research Service), 2020: https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42738.pdf 
77  Such nationalistic feeling remains very much in existence now, and is particularly evident on the “Day of 
the Martyrs”, an annual holiday in February which marks the shooting of Panamanian students by US forces 
in the Canal Zone in the 1960s. See a 1964 New York Times article: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1964/01/12/archives/the-panama-canal-and-the-conflict-surrounding-it-
panama-blowup.html 
78  Under the 1936 Treaty the US also gave up the right to intervene in Panama to maintain public order: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf 
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42738.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/1964/01/12/archives/the-panama-canal-and-the-conflict-surrounding-it-panama-blowup.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1964/01/12/archives/the-panama-canal-and-the-conflict-surrounding-it-panama-blowup.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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Philippines are the only two US territories in which federal sovereignty has ever been 

relinquished79. 

 

In a mark of the change in status of Panama, in March 1939, the US Legation in Panama 

was upgraded to Embassy status, with a US Ambassador instead of a Minister80. 

 

USAAC Northrop A-17 patrolling the Pacific entrance of the Panama Canal in the late 1930s.  This group 
appears to be doing a fly-by of a passenger liner.  Taboga can be seen in the distance.81 

 

By 1940, approximately 40.3% of the country’s population was concentrated in the 

Panama and Colón provinces, comprising some 622,576 people.  The population of the 

Canal Zone during the war was to fluctuate, consisting chiefly of military and naval 

personnel, at around 100,00082. 

 

In the event of war, it was feared that a large population of American citizens, civilian and 

military, living in the Canal Zone would be isolated in a region that was not predisposed to 

treat them kindly and, should the Canal Zone be overrun by a hostile force, the likelihood 

of large numbers of American prisoners or hostages has been said to have likely loomed 

 
79  https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf  
80  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  
81  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof172.htm  
82  Panama in the context of World War II: rich historical approach, Contributions to the Social Sciences by E 
Rasc n Palacio (February 2010), www.eumed.net/rev/cccss/07/erc.htm 

https://www.fedbar.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Panama-Canal-Zone-pdf-1.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof172.htm
http://www.eumed.net/rev/cccss/07/erc.htm
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large in the minds of decision makers in Washington83 (and, in fact, in 1941 an evacuation 

of non-essential civilians took place84). 

 

A new President took office in Panama in 1940, Dr Arnulfo Arias Madrid, who was overtly 

pro-Axis85, hostile to the US and sought to limit US influence over his country.  However, 

he was to be deposed and replaced in 194186 in a bloodless coup supported by the US.  

See Chapter 42 for more information on Arias Madrid. 

Panama's President Arias Madrid reviews US troops.   
On the left of the photograph is General Jarman, and on the 
right is General Van Voorhis, Commander of the Canal Zone.87 

 

Evidence of his racist policies at the time is 

provided by the fact that, during 1941, Arias 

Madrid attempted to have enacted a law 

prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving 

anyone of the Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  

However, it is worth noting that, while the successor administration was more disposed to 

dealing with the US, the inherent anti-Semitism appeared to continue in the government 

under the following President La Guardia, and the 1941 Constitution piloted by Arias 

Madrid continued in force (for more, see Chapter 43).  

 

 
83  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
84  Which, incidentally, had an unfortunate effect on security involving censorship efforts – see the Chapter 
on the Canal Post Office and wartime censorship. 
85  An official memorandum sent by the US Ambassador in 1941 described the situation in Panama under 
Arias thus,” what has developed in Panama is about as near an approach to Hitlerism as the characteristics 
of Latin Americans and the peculiar circumstances affecting Panama could be expected to permit”. 
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&art
icle=2131&context=masters-theses  
His life story reads like a thriller, with an unlikely plot, and a summary of it can be found at Annex 2 below. 
86  While out of the country, on a private visit to Havana (he said to visit his oculist, while others said to visit 
a mistress).  The coup was carried out by the National Police, there being no Panamanian army. 
87  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm
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In 1941, Life Magazine carried an article in which it was said that, after his election in the 

previous Autumn, Arias Madrid had adopted a strong nationalist, "Panama for 

Panamanians" policy, and it said that he did not seem disposed to help the US88 

 

In November 1940, after he claimed that “Panama is being trodden on by the iron boot of Uncle 

Sam” and that it “can no longer hold her head high among the family of nations as a sovereign 

state”, the Spanish Minister was declared persona non grata and said he had no option but to 

resign89 

 

The US had asked in the lead up to World War 2 for 999-year leases on areas outside the 

Canal Zone to build essential defences – airfields, anti-aircraft batteries and warning 

stations, but the negotiations dragged on for 2 years, with Arias Madrid demanding cash 

compensation and other conditions, estimated to have a cost of up to $30 million.  These 

conditions were set out in 12 requirements that included the construction of a bridge over 

the Canal, transfer to the Government of all lands belonging to the Panama Railroad in 

Panama City and Colon, and ending the importing of black workers from the Caribbean to 

work in the Canal Zone. 

 

The US compromised, asking for 10-year leases, or for as long as a threat to the Canal 

existed (whereas Arias Madrid had wanted return of the properties as soon as war 

ended90).   

 

A separate Chapter provides more information on the US attempts to obtain the 

additional defence sites, the subsequent 1942 agreement, and the postwar dispute over 

vacating the sites. 

 
88  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 
89  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf  
90  In fact, as we shall see later, the US evacuated all occupied bases and sites outside the Canal Zone in 
1948, the Panama National Assembly having refused to ratify a postwar agreement that the Government 
had reached with the US over the status of the bases and sites.  The War Department had wanted to hold 
onto some or all of them for an indefinite period, while the State Department compromised with proposals 
for 20-year leases for 13 of the sites.   

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf


46 
 

 

The US had also wanted Panamanian ships armed and used to carry war supplies to 

Britain.  However, Arias Madrid resisted this – Panama was neutral, and remained so until 

after Pearl Harbor91. 

 

After Arias Madrid was replaced in a bloodless coup (by the National Police) in October 

1941 by Ricardo Adolfo de Guardia Arango, the new President proved much more 

amenable and negotiations were soon concluded successfully92. 

 

 

Left: President Roosevelt, and Naval Aide Captain Daniel J Callaghan, taking the salute of a composite 
battalion of the 14th Infantry at Gatun Locks as disembarking from the USS Tuscaloosa, 18 February 194093 

Right: President Roosevelt crossing the Gatun Locks roadway in 1940 

 

 
91  Although ironically, it declared war on Japan on the same day as the Pearl Harbor attack, and before the 
US could do so. 
92  However, he too was forced from office in 1945, by the National Assembly.  Popularly known as the 
“Cojo” (“limping”), he was President from 9 October 1941 to 15 June 1945.  He thus held the post during 
almost the whole of the US involvement in World War 2.  For more information, see the Chapter on the 
wartime Presidents. 
93  President Roosevelt made more visits to Panama than any other US President – to Panama City, while on 
his way to vacation in Hawaii in 1934; meeting President Harmodio Arias Madrid informally at Balboa in 
1935; an informal meeting with President Florenco Harmodio Arosemena (who was replaced by Harmodio 
Arias Madrid after a coup in 1931) at Balboa during a vacation in the Caribbean; and in February 1940 a visit 
to Cristobal during another vacation. 
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One of the results of pre-war diplomatic moves by the US, intended to counteract any 

potential Axis (particularly German) influence or sympathies in Latin America, was the 

Declaration of Panama (see below) of September 1939, which aligned Central American 

nations (a number of which, including Panama, had leaderships with some pro-German 

sympathies) with the US in the creation of a maritime security zone (the Pan-American 

Security Zone)94.  An unstated element of the Declaration was a willingness to accept US 

leadership in the defence of the region.95.  As it was, it led directly to the establishment of 

the Neutrality Patrol and restricted German U-boat activity in much of the western 

Atlantic Ocean (see the later Chapter on the Neutrality Patrol). 

 

The Declaration confirmed the neutrality of the participants, banned belligerents’ 

submarines from entering their ports, demanded the cessation of subversive activities 

within their countries, and announced the formation of a maritime security zone which 

was to extend over 300 nautical miles (560 km) on either side of the Americas (except for 

Canada and the colonies and possessions of European states) - this area was subsequently 

to be policed by the US Navy Neutrality Patrol.   

 

Whereas, by Autumn 1940, bilateral military staff conversations had occurred with almost 

every Central American, South American, and Caribbean republic, Panama was absent 

from these arrangements, it being suggested that this was because it would deal directly 

with the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department96. 

 

A further conference held in Havana in July 1940, not long after the Fall of France, and saw 

agreements to jointly govern any territories of nations that were taken over by the Axis 

powers (such as the colonies of France and the Netherlands), and that any attack on any 

 
94  For a map showing the maritime security zone, also reproduced in Chapter 3, see 
http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21 
95  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
96  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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of the countries would be considered to be an attack on them all (which had also been 

agreed at a conference in Lima in 1938). 

 

In 1940, in Ecuador, the Italian Military Mission, that had been involved in training the 

Ecuadorian army since the 1920s, was expelled under US pressure.97 

 

A “WHITE WAVE” 

 

In 1939, when the US fleet was en route from the Pacific to the Caribbean for its annual 

war games, it paused in Colon after a 36-hour northern transit through the Canal.  Life 

Magazine was there to report on 40,000 sailors being given a chance to go ashore for the 

largest such shore leave event of the year98.  Surprisingly perhaps, there were no serious 

incidents reported, and the Commander-in-Chief of the US Fleet thanked Panamanians for 

their hospitality99.  Tours of the Locks are said to have been particularly popular. 

 
97  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  
98  The next large-scale event was to take place in 1945 and involving sailors returning from the Pacific with 
Task Force 38 (see the Chapter dealing with 1945). 
99  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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Photos: Bob Karrer. 

INSPECTIONS AND ARMED GUARDS ON THE CANAL 

 

Armed guards were placed on ships in transit through the Canal from 1939.  This came 

after a review in 1939 found that protection from potential sabotage attacks was still 

inadequate, with the Canal authorities at the time considering that the greater risk came 

from sabotage caused by or from a transiting vessel100 

 

Initially, the Canal authorities exempted from the inspection and guard requirements all 

US flag vessels, foreign passenger liners on regular runs and carrying more than 25 

passengers, and British or French cargo ships that were "known to the Canal" and on a 

regularly scheduled voyage. 

 

 
100  Suggested threats were such a vessel ramming lock gates, sinking itself in the locks or main channel, or 
dropping explosives, perhaps timed to explode much later, overboard see the previous Chapter. 
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However, the War Department immediately insisted on the regulations being applied 

without distinction, without regard to the "nationality, size or character" of the vessel.  

Ships of war "of foreign powers with whom we are on diplomatically friendly relations" 

were the only exceptions the War Department recognised.  The only discretion the War 

Department permitted was in the size of the armed guard.101 

 

From 21 September 1939, a joint board was established consisting of an officer from the 

Panama Canal Department, the Atlantic and Pacific Sectors and the Canal authorities.  This 

board would meet regularly to discuss security requirements during the expansion of 

facilities in and around the Canal.  For example, numbers of men allocated to the military 

guard on the Canal itself were increased102. 

 

In August and September 1939 an average of 15 or 15 vessels were passing through the 

Canal each day; but of these about 68% were vessels of US, British, French, or Dutch 

registry103. 

 

On high-risk (or “X”) vessels, the detachment initially consisting of an army officer and 16 

men, plus 2 US Navy personnel (who oversaw the helm and telegraph – engine – controls).  

 
101  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
102  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
103  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
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Lower-risk (or “R”) vessels carried only 2 soldiers.  After 1940, the rules and procedures 

revised, with additional personnel and tighter controls imposed.  From 1942, the US Navy 

took over responsibility for this “Transit Guard”, using Marines. 

 

According to the Commandant of the 15th Naval District, in a letter to Washington in July 

1941, the transit guards on the ships passing through the Canal were “wholly ineffective 

and futile” (despite the Army employing 20-30 officers and 500 men “working hard but to 

no effect”)104. 

 

1940: THE WORST FIRE IN THE HISTORY OF COLÓN 

 

On 13 April 1940, the largest fire in the history of the city broke out, reportedly caused by 

the charcoal fire of a washerwoman setting fire to a basket of dry clothes.  As a good 

number of the buildings in the city were built of wood, combined with strong winds, the 

fire took a firm hold105.   

 

Additional firefighting equipment arrived by rail from Panama City.  However, as the fire 

approached a butane gas plant, nearby masonry buildings were demolished with 

explosives to form a fire break.  

 

22 blocks of the city were affected, with some 15 vehicles and 100 firefighters in action.  

Losses were estimated at around $500,000. 

 

 
104  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-
to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf  
105  https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/04/sucedio-un-dia-como-hoy.html  

https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/04/sucedio-un-dia-como-hoy.html
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In the aftermath, the US Army provided tented accommodation for many victims, assisted 

by the American Red Cross.  Those housed in the tents on Central Avenue were to receive 

beds, clothing, food and other essential for some 3 years.  The city council initially wanted 

recipients to perform public works in return, until the Red Cross, which was administering 

support for the victims, protested. 
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The USS Saratoga entering the Gatun Locks in 1938106 

 

TOO BIG FOR THE CANAL - DISMANTLED FOR TRANSIT IN 1940 

 

YFD-2 (Yard Floating Dock-2, USS YFD-2) was a US Navy auxiliary floating drydock built in 

1901 and with a 18,000-ton (18,289 tonnes) lifting capacity - the first of its kind, a steel 

movable auxiliary floating drydock used to raise large ships out the water for repair below 

the ship's waterline. 

 

Destined for Pearl Harbor, it departed New Orleans on 19 March 1940 after modification 

to make her seaworthy for the for the 6,000-mile journey.  To pass through the Canal she 

was taken apart at Cristobal, as the Canal was only 100 feet (30.5 metres) wide at that 

time and the drydock was 128 feet (39 metres) wide. The sections were towed through 

the Canal and reassembled at Balboa, and she arrived in Pearl Harbor on 23 August and 

was there at the time of the Japanese attack in December 1941. 

 
106  http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-Panama/h738gatun.html  

http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-Panama/h738gatun.html
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YFD-2 in the Canal and arriving in Pearl Harbor in 1940 

 

GERMAN CRANES FOR THE CANAL 

 

Sometime after construction of the Canal was complete, 2 large steam-powered cranes 

arrived from Germany: being named “Ajax” and “Hercules”. These multipurpose cranes 

served to move heavy equipment and were also for ships repairs. After 35 years of service, 

the crane arm of “Ajax” was damaged and it was subsequently sold.  In 1966, “Hercules” 

received a new boiler, using diesel instead of charcoal and remained in use until the end of 

1999, when was set aside by “Titan” (the former U-boat yard crane mentioned in the 

Chapter on the U-boat war) and became part of the reserve fleet.107 

 
107  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/140828/and-ajax-cranes-hercules 

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/140828/and-ajax-cranes-hercules
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Just leaving dock at Fort Sherman, the world's largest crane, 
Panama Canal floating crane Hercules.  200 ton lifting 
capacity108. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Avenida Central en 1940 | Panama Tour Plus 

 
108  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fs55.htm 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fs55.htm
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A 1940s ID card for use by government employees and contractors109 

 

COAST-TO-COAST ACROSS THE AMERICAS IN 29 MINUTES 

 

During 1930, Isthmian Airways had used 6 Hamilton H.47 Metalplane floatplanes110 for an 

airline service linking the Atlantic to the Pacific between Cristóbal, Colón and Balboa, 

describing the 30-minute flight to be the "fastest transcontinental service in North 

America".  Founded by a Ralph Ernest Sexton, the first flight (from Balboa to Colón) took 

place on 5 May 1929.  The fare was $10, or $14 return (the fare dropped to $3 in 1932-33 

during the Great Depression).  The company also provided tourist flights to Taboga and 

Las Perlas.  The Canal Zone Government cancelled the airlines contract in 1936 and Sexton 

sued111. 

 
109  Instead of ID cards, employees of the Canal Commission were issued brass tags with their number 
stamped on them. Before payday, they would receive a chit showing what they were due to be paid, and 
they would take the tag together with the chit, to one of the payroll offices on either side of the isthmus to 
receive their pay in gold or silver coins 
110  http://www.airhistory.org.uk/gy/reg_CZ-.html It also had a single Beech 17 “Staggerwing” sing-engine 
cabin biplane and (probably) a Travel Air E-4000. 
111  https://www.tvn-2.com/variedad/Aerolinea-Isthmian-Airways-Panama-ayer_0_5012498722.html 

http://www.airhistory.org.uk/gy/reg_CZ-.html
https://www.tvn-2.com/variedad/Aerolinea-Isthmian-Airways-Panama-ayer_0_5012498722.html
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In December 1936, another airline, Panama Airways, launched a trans-isthmian service.  It 

used Ford Trimotors, and sometimes DC.2 (and DC.3 were available, it was said).  It carried 

cruise liner passengers from coast to coast – on a 35-mile (56 km) route.  Pan American 

carried out maintenance on the aircraft, and Panama Airways was one of the smallest 

elements of the Pan American Airways System112. 

 

In 1939, some 65 cruise ships were scheduled to call at the Canal Zone, offering plenty of 

potential customers for the airline, with the cruise ship season from January to March.  In 

1938, the season saw 43 cruise ships and 16,000 passengers in and out of Cristobal – and 

3,000 flew with Panama Airways. 

 

Panama Airways flew from France Field, 4 miles from the docks at Cristobal, to Albrook for 

the Balboa docks113. 

 

PANAMA CIVIL AIRCRAFT REGISTER TO 1945114 

Regn Type  Date (if known) Observation 

 
112  The shortest was apparently the 31-mile (49.9 km) route in California between Wilmington and Catalina 
Island. 
113  Flying Magazine (February 1939). 
114  http://www.airhistory.org.uk/gy/reg_indexCAM.html  

http://www.airhistory.org.uk/gy/reg_indexCAM.html
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CZ-101 Hamilton H-47 Single-engine 
transport 

1929 Isthmian Airways 

CZ-102 Hamilton H-47 Single-engine 
transport 

1929 Isthmian Airways 

CZ-103 Hamilton H-47 Single-engine 
transport 

1929 Isthmian Airways 

CZ-104 Hamilton H-47 Single-engine 
transport 

1929 Isthmian Airways 

CZ-105 Travel Air E4000? 3-seat biplane  Isthmian Airways 

CZ-106 Hamilton H-47 Single-engine 
transport 

1929 Isthmian Airways 

CZ-107 Hamilton H-47 Single-engine 
transport 

1929 Isthmian Airways 

CZ-108 ?    

CZ-109 ?    

CZ-110 Taylor E2 Cub Lightplane August 1934  

CZ-111 Taylor E2 Cub Lightplane   

CZ-112 ?    

CZ-113 Taylor E2 Cub Lightplane November 1934  

CZ-114 ?    

CZ-115 ?    

CZ-116 Beech 17B 
Staggerwing 

Cabin biplane 1935 Isthmian Airways 

 Beech 17 
Staggerwing 

Cabin biplane   

R-1 ?    

R-2 Piper Lightplane 1941 Panama Aviation Club 

R-3E Waco Biplane? July 1941  

R-4E Taylorcraft BE.50 Lightplane August 1942 Impressed by USAAC 

R-5 ?    

R-6E Piper Lightplane   

R-7E Piper J5A Cruiser Lightplane December 1941  

R-8E Piper J5A Cruiser Lightplane January 1941 Impressed by USAAC 

R-9 Travel Air  November 1937  

R-9E Piper J5A Cruiser Lightplane January 1941 Panama Aviation Club 

R-10 ?    

R-10E Taylorcraft BL.65 Lightplane  Panama Aviation Club 
Impressed by USAAC 

R-11E Piper J5A Cruiser Lightplane January 1941 Written off at Rio Hato 
26 August 1943 

R-12 Hamilton H.47 Single-engine 
transport 

 Transportes Aereos 
Gelebert 
Impressed by USAAC & 
struck off August 1943 

R-12E Piper J5A Cruiser Lightplane January 1941 Sold to El Salvador 

R-21E Piper J4A Cub Lightplane July 1941  
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R-22E Piper J3L65 Cub Lightplane February 1941 Out of use 12 June 
1944 
Impressed by USAAC 

R-23E Piper J3L65 Cub Lightplane February 1941 Out of use 8 October 
1945 
Impressed by USAAC 

RX-1 ?    

RX-2 Akron-Funk B75L Lightplane 1942 Impressed by USAAC 

RX-3 Stinson U Airliner April 1935 Malek y Cia 

RX-4 Fokker F.10A 3-engine 
transport 

February 1935  

RX-10 Sikorsky S.38B Twin-engine 
flying-boat 

1937 M A Gelebert 

RX-14 Lockheed 5 Vega 
5C 

Single-engine 
transport 

June 1937 M A Gelebert 

RX-15 Bellanca   Transportes Aereos 
Gelebert 
Written off 17 
September 1938 

RX-16 ?    

RX-17 Stinson A 3-engine 
transport 

March 1938 M A Gelebert 

 Stinson A 3-engine 
transport 

May 1938 Transportes Aereos 
Gelebert 
Impressed by USAAC 

RX-18 ?    

RX-19 Vultee V.1A Single-engine 
transport 

June 1940 Transportes Aereos 
Gelebert 

RX-20 Piper J5 Cruiser Lightplane July 1941 Club de Aviacion 
Panameno 
Impressed by USAAC 

RX-21 Fairchild 24K Light transport March 1945 Cia Chiricana de 
Aviacion 

RX-22 Stinson SR6 Reliant Light transport March 1945 Cia Chiricana de 
Aviacion 

RX-23 Stinson SR9B 
Reliant 

Light transport  Cia Chiricana de 
Aviacion 
Written off 10 April 
1950 

RX-24 Avro Anson Twin-engine 
transport 

March 1945 Cia Chiricana de 
Aviacion 

RX-25 Luscombe 8A 
Silvaire 

Lightplane September 1941 M A Gelebert 

RX-26 Cessna UC-78 
Bobcat 

Twin-engine 
light transport 

May 1945 Cia Chiricana de 
Aviacion 
Sold April 1946 

RX-27 Piper J5A Cruiser Lightplane 1942 Impressed by USAAC 
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 Piper J3C65 Cub Lightplane March 1945 E Chichaco 

RX-28 Piper J3C65 Cub Lightplane March 1945 Cia Chiricana de 
Aviacion 

RX-29 Piper J3C65 Cub Lightplane March 1945 Club Aereo Nicarao 

RX-30 Piper J3C65 Cub Lightplane March 1945 Club Aereo Nicarao 

? Piper J3F60 Cub Lightplane August 1940  

? Piper J3F60 Cub Lightplane August 1940  

 

 

 

  



62 
 

Chapter 3 

THE NEUTRALITY PATROL 

  

The day war began in Europe in September 1939, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) 

informed US naval forces that German U-boats were ready to begin operations in Atlantic 

shipping lanes, and reports indicated that a dozen German merchant ships were being 

armed as raiders.  The advisory noted that neutral merchantmen, including US-flag ships, 

could expect similar actions by the British and that it was the duty of the US, as a neutral, 

to prevent such activities in our territorial waters and to assure no interference with rights 

on the high seas115.  The CNO ordered the commander of the Atlantic Squadron to 

establish as soon as possible a combined air and sea outer patrol for observing and 

reporting on movements of warships of the belligerent nations. 

 

 
115  https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-
ii/1941/prelude.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
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The US established Neutrality Zones that included the whole Gulf of Mexico, the entire 

Caribbean Sea, and extended 200 to 300 miles (322 to 483 km) into the Atlantic from 

North American and South American shores.  Concurrently with operations in the Atlantic, 

much-lesser-known neutrality patrols were also carried out in the Pacific by naval air 

patrol assets mainly based at Cavite, Philippines, home port of the US Asiatic Fleet116. 

 

The original mission of the Neutrality Patrol was purely that of observation and reporting, 

and ships were instructed to avoid any action that might be interpreted as being of hostile 

intent117.  By 16 October 1939, the orders had changed, calling for “suspicious” vessels 

and warships to be followed.  These basic rules did not change until just before the US 

entry into the war in December 1941.  Nonetheless, the operations of the Patrol expanded 

in 1940 with old destroyers being recommissioned and new patrol aircraft squadrons 

added. 

 

It is said that, although the ostensible aim of Neutrality Patrol was to preserve US 

neutrality, the zone was in reality used to help the Royal Navy locate and destroy German 

merchant vessels, as well as those of the Kreigsmarine.  Consequently, US naval vessels 

and patrol aircraft in the Atlantic were primarily tasked with keeping watch over this area 

to block the entry of German surface vessels and submarines.118 

 

President Roosevelt had moved to provide diplomatic support for the 3 Neutrality Patrol 

within the Western Hemisphere.  On 26 September 1939, the foreign ministers of the 

Latin American republics met for a special conference in Panama and the US successfully 

lobbied for a multilateral declaration that would keep the European war away from the 

 
116  https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-
ii/1941/prelude.html  
117  The Navy Air War, edited by Lt AR Buchanan USNR (US Navy), 1946: 
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/
AHUNAW/4*.html  
118  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 

https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/world-war-ii/1941/prelude.html
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/AHUNAW/4*.html
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/AHUNAW/4*.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
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Americas, and the Declaration of Panama was signed on 2 October (see below for the text 

of the Declaration).  

 

The Declaration established a neutral zone constituting an area from 60W longitude to 

23N latitude, thence to a point 600 miles (654 km) south of the Cape Verde Islands, and 

finally southwest and parallel to the South American coast (the Pan American Security 

Zone).  All belligerent warships were to be prohibited from warlike operations in this area, 

and submarines were barred from using ports of the American Republics.  In short, it 

brought most of the Latin-American republics in line with US foreign policy on hemispheric 

neutrality119. 

 

The neutrality zone was soon violated by European belligerents, but in July 1940 the 

American republics took concerted action more forceful than the Declaration of Panama.  

At Havana, a conference of American foreign ministers made the Monroe Doctrine 

multilateral, agreeing that their respective governments would oppose any change in 

sovereignty of European colonies in the Western Hemisphere and would combat Axis 

attempts to undermine American institutions.  The missing link in the inter-American 

security system was supplied on 18 August 1940 when Canada and the US announced the 

establishment of a Permanent Joint Board on Defense, with equal representation from 

each nation, to co-ordinate defence measures for North America120. 

 

The US also declared its intention to patrol well beyond the boundaries of western 

Neutrality Zones in order to properly monitor the approach of any belligerent shipping.  

Aviation squadrons were also mobilised and repositioned; battleship, cruiser, and 

destroyer screens were established, and plans were made to recommission older 

destroyers for the patrols.  Consequently, on 17 May 1940, plans for recommissioning 35 

additional flush deck destroyers to meet the requirements of fleet expansion and the 

 
119 It also included a demand for an end to any subversive activity in their countries  
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf  
120  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf   

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
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Neutrality Patrol were announced.  Some of these were to eventually find their way to 

Panama in 1940. 

 

With the conclusion of the Anglo-American ABC-l Staff Conversations121, Admiral Stark of 

the US Navy the suspension all Neutrality Patrol operations on 15 March 1941122.  The 

Atlantic Fleet would "retain in the Caribbean one cruiser, one division of old destroyers, 

one patrol plane squadron with one small tender, and the Marine Defense Battalion and 

one Marine company in Guantanamo", and keep 2 patrol aircraft squadrons, a division of 

old destroyers, and a few submarines in the Canal Zone. The rest of the ships assigned to 

the Neutrality Patrol were hastened to "mobilization ports”123. 

 

By September 1941, US effective involvement in the war had increased, with British 

eastbound trans-Atlantic convoys being escorted by the US Navy for the first time, soon 

resulting in US destroyers being attacked by U-boats, with USS Reuben James becoming 

the first US warship lost on 31 October124.  The Neutrality Patrols continued through 1941 

but were rendered moot by Germany's declaration of war on the US on 11 Dec 1941125. 

 

  

 
121  The Report of the meeting of January to March 1941 and concluded with a report entitled "ABC-1", 
which was tacitly approved by President Roosevelt, and included a number of general principles of 
agreement including that America's territorial interest was in the Western Hemisphere; and the security of 
sea communications between the Allied powers was essential. 
122  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf 
123  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf 
124  https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336  
125  https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a245396.pdf
https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336
https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=336
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THE DECLARATION OF PANAMA 1939
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Chapter 4 

A BIOLOGICAL RESERVE PRESERVED 

 

In the late 1930s, scientists had petitioned the then Governor of the Canal Zone to set 

aside a permanent biological reserve where the flora and fauna of the area would be safe 

for scientific study.  The Governor agreed, and set aside the largest island in Gatún Lake, 

Barro Colorado Island (BCI), formed by the damming of the Chagres River to establish the 

main fresh-water body facilitating the inter-oceanic passage of marine commerce.   

126 

This 3,700-acre (1,495 hectare) island became the workshop for much of the research 

performed in the New World tropics in the early 20th Century.  As the fauna and flora 

became better known through research, scientists began to study the behaviour and 

 
126  https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-of-Barro-Colorado-Island-BCI-Panama_fig5_267288970 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-of-Barro-Colorado-Island-BCI-Panama_fig5_267288970
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ecology of the island.  These studies attracted more and more scientists from around the 

world until BCI was sometime referred to as the mecca for biologists. 

 

By now, World War 2 was underway and the important research on BCI faced a possible 

threat. The scientific community worried that its reserve status depended upon a decree 

of the Governor of the Canal Zone (who was usually a major general in the US Army Corps 

of Engineers), and that some military purpose might seem imperative and the island’s 

status could be converted into something more appropriate to the war effort.  To ensure 

that the island was not turned into a bombing range or golf course, in 1940, the US 

Congress created the Canal Zone Biological Area (CZBA) as a separate governmental 

agency to be administered by a board of directors made up of prominent scientists, 

including the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution.   

 

The CZBA struggled throughout the war since the Congress argued that the research on 

biodiversity (a term not yet coined) was not sufficiently relevant to the war effort to 

warrant any financial appropriations.  The CZBA officially became a bureau of the 

Smithsonian Institution in 1946 under a government reorganisation Act127 - 

The President is authorized and directed to set aside within the Canal Zone an area in 

Gatun Lake known as Barro Colorado Island in which the natural features shall, except in 

event of declared national emergency, be left in their natural state for scientific 

observation and investigation. 

 

The island remains now, renamed as the field station of the Smithsonian Tropical Research 

Institute (STRI), and is a reserve that reflects Panama’s special geological history as a 

strategic land bridge between North and South America128.   

 
127  https://siarchives.si.edu/canal-zone-biological-area-becomes-part-si  
128  https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/century-smithsonian-institution-isthmus-panam%C3%A1  

https://siarchives.si.edu/canal-zone-biological-area-becomes-part-si
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/century-smithsonian-institution-isthmus-panam%C3%A1
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Aerial view of the CZBA in the 1950s 
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Chapter 5 

CHIVAS 

 

First introduced in the 1920s, the first drivers of these minibuses had been Hindu, who 

placed a deity in the front for good luck, leading locals to refer to the vehicles as a whole 

as “chivas” (from Shiva the Hindu goddess129).  Some chivas lasted alongside other forms 

of transport into the 1980s – being displaced by newer types (typically Toyota minibuses, 

as used by the so-called “pirate” operators of current times) and the diablos rojos (“Red 

Devils”) former US school buses.  Originally charging 5 cents per passenger, they had 2 

wooden benches, so that passengers sat facing one another.   

 

US Navy Chivas (then a common bus 
used in Panama and the Canal Zone) at 
Albrook in 1942, and at Antigua Bus 
Station (located behind the old YMCA at 
Cristobal) in 1936.  Such Ford, Chevrolet 
and GMC 4-gear manual buses 
(imported by the Barletta Company) 
could carry 25 passengers130 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
129  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Shiva  
130  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/08/antigua-bus-station-panama-canal-zone.html   
https://www.elistmopty.com/2019/06/mirada-nostalgica-las-famosas-chivitas.html  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Shiva
https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/08/antigua-bus-station-panama-canal-zone.html
https://www.elistmopty.com/2019/06/mirada-nostalgica-las-famosas-chivitas.html
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 Typical Chivas minibus – a 1939 Chevrolet in 1945 

 

Chivas 
(minibuses) in 

central 
Avenue, 

Panama City 
in the 1940s 
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A Chiva, circa 1939 

 

THE PANAMA CANAL PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM 

 

The Motor Transportation Division of the Canal authorities was to introduce a Public 

Transportation System, with 175 privately-owned buses on contract to the Canal 

authorities, and which was organised in early 1943.  This provided assigned transport 

routes for the general public.  It was intended to meet increased demand, supplement 

transport provided by official vehicles and ferry labourers to and from construction sites.  

It also relieved some of the pressure resulting from wartime petrol and tyre rationing.131 

 

  

 
131  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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Chapter 6 

THE DEFENCES 

 

The defences of the Canal can most easily be divided into – 

• Defence from attack from the sea – from shelling, torpedo attack on the lock gates 

or use of blockships; 

• Defence from air attack – from seaborne aircraft or aircraft based in neighbouring 

states (long-range bombing from hostile Axis countries being impossible due to the 

distances involved; 

• Defence from ground attack, from forces landed by sea (or possibly by air) in the 

Canal Zone or the Republic;  

• Defence against sabotage – by saboteurs attacking vulnerable assets (such as lock 

gates, power stations, and the dams) or by blocking the locks with sunken vessels; 

and 

• The struggle against German U-boats in the Caribbean and the approaches to the 

Canal (fortunately, Japanese submarines did not prove a threat on the Pacific 

approaches). 

 

It is worth knowing that a useful and fascinating set of interactive maps showing the 

position of the fortifications protecting the Canal, produced by the Smithsonian Institute, 

is available online132. 

 The remains of Fort Randolph 
 

The 1903 Hay-Buana-Varilla 

Treaty had given the US the 

implicit right to fortify (or 

protect) the Canal Zone, and 

from the time of its construction, 

US military forts had provided 

protection for the Canal - Forts 

 
132  https://stridata-si.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678 

https://stridata-si.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
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Sherman133 and Randolph on the Caribbean end and Fort Amador on the Pacific end134.  

Fort Clayton was established close to the Miraflores Locks and close to Panama City135, 

while Fort Davis was adjacent to the Gatun Locks at the Caribbean end of the Canal.  Many 

other military installations, and airfields were to follow, including outside the Canal Zone 

during World War 2, including sites on strategic offshore islands, such as Taboga136, which 

is close to the Pacific entrance of the Canal.  Entry into, and trespassing on, the Canal Zone 

was strictly controlled, particularly during the war137. 

 

In common with the sea coast defences of the Continental USA, primary responsibility for 

the defence of the Canal lay with the US Army (and its command known as the Panama 

Canal Department138), notwithstanding the obvious vital importance it represented to the 

Navy and to maritime interests.  After all, its chief strategic importance had been for the 

movement of the fleet. 

 

The Panama Canal Department was responsible for the defence of the Canal Zone - 

including land areas, coastal defences, harbour, air and sea defences within medium 

bomber range.  It was also responsible for the laying, maintaining, and clearing of harbour 

defence minefields (about which see a separate Chapter) that were to be placed at the 

 
133  Established in 1911, it consisted of 7 batteries armed with artillery and mortars, a landing strip, 
command centres, barracks, and recreation areas, all set on about 22,200 acres of land — it is now 
blanketed by tropical jungle in the San Lorenzo Nature Park (San Lorenzo hosts a clifftop fortress built by the 
Spanish in 1575, where the US Army mounted an anti-aircraft gun battery during the war). 
134  In fact, the first was Fort DeLesseps at Colon in 1911. 
135  Fort Clayton was to be one of the last properties handed over to the government of Panama in 1999.  For 
a great deal more information about the property and its history of US use, see: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf  
The Fort was named for Colonel Bertram T Clayton in 1918, former Quartermaster of the forces in the Canal 
Zone 1914-17, and who had been killed in action in France in May 1918. 
136  And the tiny El Morro Island, just off Taboga, hosted a unit of PT Boats (US motor torpedo boats aka 
“mosquito boats)”.  There was a PT Boat training base on Taboga itself, as well as searchlights, anti-aircraft 
guns and bunkers, which were finally abandoned by the US military in 1960.  During World War 1, the island 
had been used as an internment site for Germans. 
137  My own wife, a Panamanian whose father worked for the US Army in the Canal Zone, recalls having to 
have permission to accompany her father into the Zone. 
138  For more information on the Panama Canal Department, see the Chapter on ground forces. 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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Canal entrance in event of a war, and was meant to defend against landings at either end 

of the Canal, coordinating with forces of the US Navy.   

 

Separate Chapters will provide more detail of the naval defences of the Canal Zone, the air 

forces deployed and the ground forces present. 

 

In the 1920s, US defence plans had not been aggressive in any sense (if one leaves to one 

side interventions in Central America) and, aside from maintaining garrisons in its 

overseas possessions — notably the Philippines, Hawaii, and the Canal Zone — the Army’s 

responsibility was limited to the defence of Continental USA.  For this task the Army 

leadership needed a force considered large enough to administer, organise and train a 

civilian reserve, meet minor emergencies, and absorb the first shock of any aggression139. 

 

In 1929, Summer manoeuvres in the Canal Zone demonstrated the superiority of a carrier 

attack force over land-based defences, and were (from the viewpoint of the Navy) a great 

success.  Despite the defenders knowing the day of the planned mock attack and having as 

many aircraft as the attacking fleet, the “enemy” was able to come within 150 miles of the 

Pacific end of the Canal before launching bombers in the predawn darkness from the 

carrier USS Saratoga.  “The enemy air fleet was over the Panama Canal by the time that 

the defenders knew it was coming”, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Ernest L Jahncke said.  

After dropping their bombs on the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks and returning to the 

carrier, the attackers left the Panama Canal, theoretically at least, “an impassable wreck”. 

 

The reaction of senior Army leaders to the “attack” was that the Navy’s conduct in the 

manoeuvres and the propaganda that followed it was further evidence of an intention to 

belittle the Army and take the mission of defending the US coasts. 

 

 
139  The Army and Its Air Corps Army Policy toward Aviation 1919–1941 by Lt Col. Dr James P Tate, USAF (Ret) 
Air (University Press Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama), 1998: 
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd
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In 1930, the Secretary of War asked for recommendations for revision for improvements 

of the USAAC 5-year programme.  The USAAC response was that the minimum air force 

“capable of discouraging hostile attack” on the Continental US, Panama, and Hawaii would 

involve 3,100 aircraft, some 1,300 more than the 5-year planned goal of 1,800.  

Furthermore, it said, still more would be needed if the Philippine Islands were also to have 

adequate air defences.  However, acquiring 3,100 aircraft in 4 years would have cost 

approximately $62 million annually.  This was unrealistic from a budgetary standpoint, but 

it was nevertheless agreed that the 1,800 serviceable aircraft authorised in the 5-year 

programme would include only those aircraft available for active duty.  Given the 

economic and political situations as it developed in 1930 and 1931 – and the onset of the 

Great Depression, this turned out to be an empty victory140. 

 

During the 1930s, in view of Japan's growing power and the low state of American 

armaments, and with the independence of the Philippines scheduled for 1946, the US War 

Department General Staff concluded that the US should not attempt to hold initially in the 

western Pacific.  Alaska, Hawaii, and Panama, often referred to as the "strategic triangle," 

should instead form the main line of defence, and this formed of the latest version of its 

War Plan ORANGE in 1938141 (although in 1939, 5 Rainbow plans officially replaced the colour-

named war plans of the 1920s and 1930s, including Plan Orange, which had anticipated war with 

Japan142.   

 

In pre-war planning, while the US Navy was primarily concerned about defending the 

outlying US territories, the Army remained focused on defending a zone encompassing the 

Alaska-Oahu-Panama triangle.143 

 
140  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd 
141  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
142  Rainbow 5, which was destined to be the basis for US strategy, assumed that the US was allied with 
Britain and France and provided for offensive operations by US forces in Europe, Africa, or both: 
https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up). 
143  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0062_TATE_ARMY_AIR_CORPS.pd
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
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A brief description of the evolution of the pre-war War Plan Orange and the subsequent 

Rainbow 5 plan are provided below. 

 

By late 1938, the looming threats of another war in Europe and a conflict in Asia had 

sufficiently alarmed US policymakers to move to deny the Axis powers the ability to 

infiltrate the Western Hemisphere (in a form of extension of the Monroe Doctrine). The 

US was thus to expand its military presence in the Western Hemisphere, but its efforts 

were oriented toward repelling an Axis invasion and/or preventing or countering Axis 

influence in the region144.  

 

This change in posture was to extend the defensive perimeter to include nearly the entire 

Western Hemisphere, that is, North and South America, the Atlantic Ocean out to 

Greenland, and the Pacific Ocean out to the 180th meridian.  The US had never before 

explicitly committed to defend the other nations involved from an external attack, and it 

had not systematically worked to deny other states a military presence in the region – 

notwithstanding its position expressed in the Monroe Doctrine145. 

 

US officials viewed Nazi Germany and Japan as the primary threats to the country’s 

security, together with a (perhaps exaggerated) concern about the destructive potential of 

airpower (which, to be fair, was shared by many other governments).  These factors led 

President Roosevelt to conclude that the relative isolation of the US could no longer 

provide sufficient protection.146   

 

 
144  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
145  Ibid. 
146  Ibid. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
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Under the 1938 War Plan Orange it was expected or feared that the Japanese would in all 

likelihood seize Guam and the Philippines.  Enemy forces could be expected to make raids 

on Hawaii, Alaska, and the West Coast of the US, and the Panama Canal might be wrecked 

by sabotage or by naval and air raids147. 

 

Until the passage of the Two Ocean Navy Act (signed by President Roosevelt on 14 August 

1940148) and especially after the Fall of France, the ability of the US fleet to move between 

the Atlantic and Pacific, and vice versa, remained a fundamental facet of the protection of 

the Continental USA.  Hence, the protection of the Canal was to remain regarded by the 

US Army as second only to protection of Continental USA itself.   

 

It was later established during the war that, while the Canal remained vital for the transit 

of ships between east and west, it was felt that the cargo carried could, at least by the 

middle of the war, be transported using the improved railway system across the isthmus, 

albeit at a higher cost149.  Nevertheless, the railway system would have also needed 

similar protection for sabotage or other attack much as the Canal did. 

 

Despite the apparent importance of the Panama Canal to the US Navy, its defences were 

quite limited in 1939.  But then, with the possible exception of Pearl Harbor, its other 

 
147  The Corps of Engineers: The War Against Japan by Karl C. Dod (Center of Military History, US Army, 
Washington DC), 1987: https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
148 Aka the Vinson-Walsh Act, this was the costliest naval procurement Bill in US history to then, it increased 
the size of the US Navy by 70% by adding 257 ships.  It allocated $4 billion over the following 6 years for the 
construction of combat ships (including, but not limited to 7 battleships, 6 battlecruisers, 18 carriers, 27 
cruisers, 115 destroyers, and 43 submarines), the construction of 15,000 aircraft, conversion of auxiliary 
ships, the construction and renovation of naval facilities, and the manufacture and procurement of various 
munitions and equipment.  
Problems in accommodating new, larger warships is illustrated by the fact that, during the war, the Essex-
Class aircraft carriers, built from 1941, could only just pass through the Canal if the lamp posts lining the 
locks were removed.  World War 2 also showed the strategic necessity for the US to rely on fleets on both 
the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, thus diminishing the vital role of the Canal. 
149  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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overseas bases, and even in Alaska and the Pacific approaches to the Canal Zone—were 

underdeveloped.150 

 

In the 1930s, the strength of the existing defences of Panama, Hawaii, and Alaska varied.  

The Canal Zone had possibly the strongest defences of the 3 outposts151.  However, the 

defences of both Hawaii and the Panama Canal, though elaborate, were outmoded - most 

of them having been designed and built in the days before the aeroplane became an 

important weapon and, for many years it had been apparent that the islands and the 

Canal were more vulnerable to air attack than to naval bombardment152. 

 

As long ago as 1924, in his annual report, the Secretary of War at the time stated that the 

defences at the Panama Canal and Oahu were wholly inadequate due to an insufficient 

number of personnel and a lack of ammunition storage.153 

 

As mentioned, the original defences of the Canal were constructed to protect against a 

naval attack, and/or an associated landing of troops154, with heavy naval guns at the 

Atlantic and Pacific ends of the Canal route155 and a Mobile Force with light artillery for 

close-in defence and to counter a landing.   

 

The US Navy had estimated that a bomb of up to 1,100 lb (500 kg) exploding in a filled lock 

25 feet (7.6 metres) from the gates would do neglible damage, but that one that exploded  

 
150  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
151  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
152  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
153  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
154  The original defences were drawn up by the Panama Fortifications Board, itself set up by a Army-Navy 
Joint Board, which made its recommendations in 1910 and proposed a total of 42 large-calibre guns and 
mortars manned by 12 coastal artillery companies. 
155  The coastal artillery was manned by the US Army Coast Artillery Corps, the Army corps responsible for 
coastal, harbour and anti-aircraft defences from 1901 to 1950. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
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5 feet (1.5 metres) from the gates, or a 250 lb (113 kg) bomb within 3 feet (1 metre), could 

damage or destroy the lock plates sufficient to put the gate out of commission. 

 

At the end of Fiscal Year 1938, the Secretary of War, in a report to the President, stated 

that – “We must greatly augment our air forces and our antiaircraft artillery installations 

in the Panama Canal Zone.  The Panama Canal must be made impregnable”.156 

 

In 1939, a study by staff and maintenance engineers considered how vulnerable the Canal 

Zone to air attack, how much damage could be done by high-explosive bombs of various 

sizes, and how large an enemy force would be required to put the Canal out of action.  A 

replica of one level of the Miraflores Locks was built at Rio Hato, and this was attacked by 

aircraft using bombs of different sizes from different heights, with aircraft making attack 

runs from 4,000 to 15,000 feet (1,220 to 4,500 metres)157.  The project concluded that 

installations were vulnerable, a relatively small force was required (well within the 

capabilities of several foreign powers), and the best protection was an adequate air 

defence.  The outcome was forwarded to the War Department in March 1939, with the 

commander of the 19th Wing urging a reorganisation of the air defences.158 

 

On 5 September 1939, as war broke out in Europe, under an Executive Order of the same 

date, control of the Canal and the Canal Zone were put under exclusive jurisdiction of 

Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department.  This, in effect, reduced the role 

the Governor of the Canal Zone had traditionally enjoyed159. 

 
156  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
157  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
158  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
159  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


82 
 

 

Lieutenant General Daniel Van Voorhis (activated as 
Commanding General of Panama Canal Department on 10 
February 1940, and promoted to lieutenant general in July 
1940).  He was replaced in September 1941 

 

 

The Mobile Force (see the Chapter on ground 

forces) was activated on 16 February 1940 by the 

commander of the Panama Canal Department, 

General Van Voorhis, in order to improve 

defences.  The plan to defend the Canal Zone 

involved a mobile defence in depth beginning at 

the beaches and not preparing and holding static defence positions.  The Atlantic side was 

considered the least likely invasion route because the few landing areas there were too 

small to allow the discharge of numerous forces simultaneously160. 

 

US military personnel using anti-aircraft searchlights in 1939 
in defence of the Panama Canal Zone  
(Photo by Thomas D. Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via 
Getty Images) 

 

A continuing reminder of the defences of the Canal 

today is the Amador Causeway, a popular area 

much used by locals for exercise and 

entertainment161, and which stretches out into 

Panama Bay – away from the noise and pollution of 

the city.  During the construction of the Canal, a 

huge amount of waste material (particularly from 

the Culebra Cut162) was used the create a 

 
160  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department  
161  https://www.lonelyplanet.com/articles/the-amador-causeway-panama-citys-booming-boardwalk 
162  The Culebra Cut (called the Gaillard Cut from 1915 to 2000 after the US officer who had led the 
excavation, and who died a month after the breakthrough there in 1913), is an artificial valley that cuts 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department
https://www.lonelyplanet.com/articles/the-amador-causeway-panama-citys-booming-boardwalk
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breakwater that eventually linked the mainland to one of the small offshore islands, Naos, 

with work completed in 1912.  The site was named Fort Amador163 and Fort Grant164.  In 

due course, the causeway was extended from Naos to further small islets, ending at 

Flamenco165.  It grew (at over 344 acres or 139.2 hectares) to involve not only artillery166 

(chiefly in Fort Grant, which officially also encompassed the unconnected islands, the 

largest of which was Taboga), but other facilities, including a large tank farm.  On 

Flamenco alone, there were no less than 4 gun batteries167. 

 

Coastal artillery had also been placed on 2 islands at the Pacific end of the Canal, Taboga 

and Taboguilla, in Panama Bay, these islands having been acquired by the US Army for this 

purpose. 

 

In the lead-up to war ammunition storage for the Navy was greatly increased.  An initial 

programme began in November 1940 and, after war was declared in December 1941, a 

further increase was ordered.  Altogether, 40 storage structures of various types, ranging 

from concrete arch-type underground magazines for high explosives to frame 

storehouses, were built.  The capacity of the existing West Bank Ammunition Depot, 

commissioned in September 1937, was increased fourfold during the period 1940-43, with 

a total of 47 ammunition magazines being built, of which 34 were concrete arch-type 

high-explosive magazines. These were linked by a system of access roads, and the newly 

developed area enclosed by 7 miles (11.3 km) of wire fencing.  In addition, sentry stations, 

 
through the Continental Divide and it was one of the great engineering feats of its time.  Culebra is the name 
for the mountain ridge it cuts through and was also originally applied to the cut itself.  After the canal 
handover to Panama in 1999, the name was changed back to Culebra (Corte Culebra in Spanish). 
163  Named for the first President of Panama, Manuel Amador Guerrero. 
164  Named as US President Grant had ended his transit of the isthmus there in 1852. 
165  Later an important radar site, there remains a radar station on Flamenco, adjacent to a marina, cruise 
liner terminal, shops and restaurants.  
166  As noted elsewhere, such artillery gradually fell out of use; the Fort Amador batteries being disused (and 
buried) from 1943. 
167  Something of which one can still find today, although derelict and overgrown: 
https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/  

https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/
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telephone lines, quarters for assigned personnel, and a temporary mine-anchor storage 

building were included in the development.168 

 
Mechanised 
Coastal 
Artillery unit 
at Fort 
Clayton in 
late 1930s 

 

 

 

 

US defence plans made only marginal reference to the Panamanians.  Panama had 

possessed no army since 1904 and its police force was not taken seriously by the 

Americans as a fighting unit.  A US Army estimate in 1942 judged that the men of the 

National Police had little confidence in their officers and that “if a battle were to turn 

against them, the majority would run…”.  Recommendations for their equipment showed 

that the US Army still saw them only as an internal security force, and there was no 

suggestion that they should be trained to participate in Canal defence alongside US 

troops169. 

 

Fort Randolph, Fort Sherman and Fort De Lesseps on the Atlantic side, and Fort Amador 

and Fort Kobbe on the Pacific side, housed the heaviest guns for the defence of the 

Canal170.  These original defences had been authorised in 1911, at a cost then of $14.1 

million (this cost including installation of submarine mines, of which more later).  Begun in 

 
168  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
169 Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
170  https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/usmilitary_and_canal.aspx  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/usmilitary_and_canal.aspx
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1913171, by 1917 the defences and troop levels had reached their optimum for World War 

1172. 

 

In 1932, the Army command in the Canal Zone, the Panama Canal Department, had been 

divided into 3 commands, and would remain so until 1940 (reverting to a similar split later 

in the war in 1943) – these divisions being Atlantic Division, the Pacific Division and 

Department Troops, with USAAC units placed under the latter173. 

 

According to a joint Army/Navy plan drawn up in 1935, defensive roles were divided 

between Army, Navy, and the Panama Canal Administration as follows – 

• Army – to defend the Canal from sabotage and hostile attacks; 

• Navy – to patrol the coastal zone and control and protect shipping therein; and 

• Panama Canal Administration – to protect, operate and maintain the Canal, its 

adjuncts and appurtenances to ensure continuous service at the required levels174. 

 
“Big Ear” sound detectors, used to 
detect approaching aircraft before the 
advent of radar, and mobile 
searchlights on display at a pre-war 
Army Day at Fort Clayton. They were 
used by the Coastal Artillery.  The 
building in the background is Fort 
Clayton Theater175 

 

 

Construction of gun batteries at 

Fort Sherman, Fort Randolph, Fort Grant and Fort Amador, at either end of the Canal, 

 
171  The first unit, the 81st Company, Coast Artillery, arrived on 22 December 1913 and went into camp at 
what became Fort Amador on the Pacific end of the Canal route. 
172  Though not all.  For example, Fort Randolph, a coastal artillery fort on Margarita Island at the Caribbean 
end of the Canal, was only completed in April 1920.  It was only after World War 1 that the fort had 
emplacements added for 14-inch calibre M1920 railway guns. 
173  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
174  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
175  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/Clayton76.htm 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/Clayton76.htm
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began as early as 1913176, with additional batteries for coastal defence added in the late 

1920s177.  Initial naval bases were established at Coco Solo (see the separate Chapter on 

Coco Solo) at the Atlantic end of the Canal, and part of the Fort Grant/Fort Amador 

installations at the Pacific end were set aside for naval use178. 

 

The defences had been put in place to protect the Canal during World War 1 were chiefly 

to protect it from a naval attack – Germany being the only realistic enemy (and given that 

the bulk of the Imperial German Navy ended up being holed up in Kiel for most of the war, 

perhaps proving not a very realistic one179).   

 

Sabotage from land or by use of a vessel, or an attack by a German raider came to be 

considered more likely prospects than an all-out naval assault – and in World War 2, even 

with the threat of the larger and more potent Imperial Japanese Navy, sabotage of some 

kind, as well as air attack from carrier-based aircraft, was considered more likely than an 

attack by a warship using its guns (and this being the case, the coastal artillery guarding 

the Canal gradually became regarded as redundant as the war progressed).  The new 16-

inch and 12-inch gun batteries of the coastal artillery installed in the 1920s were all in 

 
176  President Woodrow Wilson had declared the Canal’s neutrality in 1915, but it is said that political and 
military pressure compelled him to militarise the Zone.  In 1916, when Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa 
and his guerrillas "invaded" US territory, troops dispatched to pursue him came from the detachments 
cantoned in the Canal Zone. Among the officers who were part of the chase were 2 young lieutenants, 
Dwight Eisenhower and George Patton. 
177  On opening in 1914, there was a Panama Canal Guard Force, including a US Marine Corps battalion, an 
Army infantry regiment and 3 companies of Coastal Artillery, a total of 797 men, though numbers and 
composition increased considerably as the war progressed: 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/29 
178  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/31 
179  During the war, commerce raiders (both warships and converted merchantmen) did threaten Allied 
shipping, as did U-boats, but neither was a realistic significant threat to the Canal, particularly as the US did 
not enter the war until 1917, by which time such threats had diminished.  A German squadron had been 
present in the Pacific, and defeated a Royal Navy force in the Battle of Coronel in 1914, only then to be 
annihilated by a pair of British battlecruisers in a subsequent battle off the Falkland Islands in the South 
Atlantic later the same year.  That was the last German naval force of any significance to come anywhere 
near Panama, and again years before the US entry into the war. 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/29
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/31
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open mounts, unprotected against air attack except for camouflage, positioned to be 

hidden from observation from the sea but open to the air180.  

 

Following World War 1, a combination of US isolationism, restricted military and naval 

budgets and the effects of the Great Depression meant that, until the late 1930s, little was 

spent to improve, or even maintain, the defences of the Canal.  Only in 1929 did the US 

Congress grant the necessary appropriation to construct a badly needed airfield at the 

Pacific end of the Canal – with Albrook Field being constructed in 1930181, but thereafter, 

until the emergency funding came along in the run-up to World War 2, virtually nothing 

was spent to improve the defences of the Canal182. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
180  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps  
181 See the Chapter on air forces for more information on Albrook Field. 
182  In 1939, the US Congress appropriated $50 million for improvements to defences, including the 
upgrading of the main runway at Albrook Field to accommodate newer, heavier bombers, the first of which 
began deploying in June 1939. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
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Although there were some replacements, and some improved weapons, received 

following World War 1, between 1929 and 1939 many of the large guns were placed in 

caretaker status due to funding shortages, only being restored to operational capability 

from 1939. 

 

However, two 14-inch railway guns were received between the wars, these being 

considered to be useful due to their relative mobility using the Panama Railroad than ran 

across the isthmus.  Received in 1928, these were still in place in 1941. 

 

While there were 11 coastal gun batteries at the Atlantic end of the Canal, and 12 at the 

Pacific end in 1939183, as the war progressed and the perceived danger of air attack 

became the primary concern and it being felt that the heavy mortar batteries dating from 

World War 1 were virtually defenceless from air attack, and in 1943 these sites were 

stripped and the mortars removed184.  Even the large guns – the 16-inch and 14-inch 

coastal artillery - were to be used rarely, even for practice, with the last firing taking place 

in 1944 and, after this last practice, they remained unmanned and were finally removed 

between 1946 and 1948. 

 

14-inch gun in Panama; 
mounted on a turntable, it 
had a range of about 30 
miles185 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
183  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
184  Probably the only US 12-inch mortars to ever see action were those in the Philippines in 1942. 
185  https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/100-years-panama-canal-10-photos 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/100-years-panama-canal-10-photos
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2 of the 28 12-inch mortars used for 
short-range defence, 12 of them were 
located in Fort Amador (Fort Grant)186 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Barrage balloons along 
the Canal 

 
186  The batteries equipped with the mortars at Fort Amador were used for MIM-23 HAWK surface-to-air 
missile batteries during the Cold War, and the remains can be seen at the base of Flamenco Island at the end 
of the Amador Causeway. 
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A problem alluded to earlier and which affected the defence arrangements was the 

difference in terrain between the Atlantic (Caribbean) and Pacific coasts.  The Pacific side 

of the Canal was geologically different from the other side and needed different solutions 

to the same problem187.  The possibility of hostile forces establishing a beachhead and 

moving overland to the Canal was not entirely discounted, but the absence of suitable 

landing places on the Atlantic side and the thick jungle of the Pacific lowlands were 

counted on to discourage any attack of this sort and the Army disposed its defences 

accordingly188. 

 
187  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
188 https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
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A 16-inch M1919 Coastal Defense Gun in Panama in 1939.  With a 
range of 28 miles, 2 were located at Fort Kobbe (formerly Fort Bruja) 
and another at Fort Amador (formerly Fort Grant) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During the pre-war period, a number of factors affected the assessment of the risks facing 

the Canal.  As already mentioned, while a naval attack on the Canal, or a troop landing 

from the sea, had been regarded as the principal threats at the time of World War 1, the 

increase in commercial aviation in Latin America during the 1920s and 1930s gave rise to 

the threat of potential nearby airstrips from which an attack against the Canal might be 

launched189.   At the same time, it was found that experience in jungle manoeuvres was 

beginning to make a myth of the impenetrability of tropical forests190.   

 

There were also concerns that difficulties in the relationship between the US and 

Panamanian governments could curtail the ability of forces in the Canal Zone to move out 

of the Zone, and into the territory of Panama, to take up defensive positions or occupy 

new installations.    

 
189  This was not an unrealistic threat as, for example, at the start of the war the President of the Dominican 
Republic, for example, admired Hitler and similar views were held by the dictators of Guatemala and El 
Salvador. Colombia only declared war on the Axis powers in November 1943 (though having ceased 
diplomatic relations following Pearl Harbor), following U-boat attacks on Colombian shipping.  In December 
1941, around 4,000 Germans lived in Colombia, with internment being, reluctantly, introduced. 
190  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm
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3-inch gun AA battery.  
The standard anti-aircraft 
gun would be upgraded from 
the M3 3-inch gun to the M1 

90mm gun191. 

 

 

 

 

 

Hence, while sabotage remained a major threat, an air attack by either land-based or 

carrier-based planes came to be regarded as a more serious threat because of gaps in the 

defence against them (as we shall see later, being described as inadequate in 1940-41)192. 

 

At the end of FY 1938193, the Secretary of War, reporting to President Roosevelt, stated 

that “we must augment our air forces and our antiaircraft artillery installations in the 

Panama Canal Zone.  The Panama Canal must be made impregnable”194.  However, as we 

shall see, this was far from the case in the period leading up the US entry into the war, and 

in all likelihood for some time thereafter.  However, in 1939, after hurried arrangements 

were made with Mexico and the Central American Republics, 30 new P-36 fighters were 

flown down to reinforce the air garrison195.  

 

After a large-scale pre-war Army and Navy exercise proved that safeguards for the Canal’s 

locks had inadequate protection from sabotage, this led to military guards being used, to 

 
191  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
192  Ibid. 
193  “FY” denotes “Fiscal Year”; which defines the US government's budget years. It runs from 1 October of 
the budget's prior year to 30 September of the year being mentioned, e.g. FY 1938 runs from 1 October 
1937 to 30 September 1939. 
194 Air Defenses of the Panama Canal 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941, Army Air Forces Historical Studies 
No.42, prepared by AAF Historical Office, January 1946, by Miss Kathleen Williams of the Combat 
Operational History Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-
096.pdf  
195  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
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.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
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supplement existing security, at the locks196, power houses and other important sites197 – 

a role eventually being taken on by the Mobile Force.   

 

Nevertheless, a review in 1939 found that protection from potential sabotage attacks was 

still inadequate, with the Canal authorities at the time considering that the greater risk 

came from sabotage caused by or from a transiting vessel198 - so that, during the war (in 

fact, from 1939), armed guards were placed aboard ships in transit (aka “Transit 

Guard”)199. 

 

TRANSIT GUARDS 

 

The mission of the Transit Guard was given as being – 

“to ensure that the ship’s crew does not prevent the Panama Canal Pilot from 

performing his normal functions and to see that the Pilot’s directions for guiding 

the ship and operating the engines are carried out by the ship’s crew.  The guard 

will resist any attack on the person of the Pilot, Throttleman, Quartermaster200 or 

himself.  Only the minimum necessary force will be used.  Pistols will be used only 

as a last resort.  All members of the guard will deport themselves ina courteous, 

but firm, manner.  They will hold no unnecessary conversation with the members 

of the vessel’s crew”. 

 

 
196  Note that the locks only normally operated from 0600 to 2300 hours; permanent 24-hour operations 
only began in 1963. 
197  Other measures were taken to prevent sabotage of other utilities, such as water and power supplies, 
that could impact operation of the Canal.  Particularly vulnerable were the saddle dams, the man-made 
levees that ensured adequate water levels in stretches of the waterway. 
198  Suggested threats were such a vessel ramming lock gates, sinking itself in the locks or main channel, or 
dropping explosives, perhaps timed to explode much later, overboard. 
199  On high-risk (or “X”) vessels, the detachment initially consisting of an army officer and 16 men, plus 2 US 
Navy personnel (who oversaw the helm and telegraph – engine – controls).  Lower-risk (or “R”) vessels 
carried only 2 soldiers.  After 1940 the rules and procedures revised, with additional personnel and tighter 
controls imposed.  From 1942, the US Navy took over responsibility for this “Transit Guard”, using Marines. 
200  The Throttlemaster and Quartermaster were US Navy personnel accompanying the Pilot. 
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For an “X” vessel – 1 officer and 2 squads of soldiers (i.e. 16 men), with a US Navy 

Throttlemaster and Quartermaster were necessary.  All were under Army command.  2 

men were act as a telephone detail to handle the ship’s onboard communications system. 

 

For an “R” vessel – only 2 men were used, to prevent any unexpected trouble on such a 

“non-dangerous” vessel. 

 

The original orders, from the Governor, on 29 August 1939 required northbound (Pacific 

to Atlantic) vessels to embark the Transit Guard at the Chamber of Pedro Miguel Locks to 

Gamboa; and then from a point 1 mile south of the Gatun Locks until the last chamber of 

the locks.  Hence the guards did not travel on the ship for the entire transit (though, 

obviously, the Pilot, Throttlemaster and Quartermaster would), and needed to be 

offloaded in Gatun Lake.  This required a destroyer, USS J Fred Talbot, to be stationed in 

the Lake for this purpose. 

 

The above process meant there was a gap in the security offered, while in the Cut and the 

Lake.  Therefore, the procedure was soon amended to allow the guard to remain aboard 

all the way between the Gatun and Miraflores Locks at either end of the transit.  

Furthermore, from 31 August 1939, an armed guard was required on all vessels except 

those considered “safe” and classified as “R”. 

 

Any ship carrying explosives (something obviously more frequest in wartime) was to carry 

a special guard, which would search the ship for wires or other suspicious devices – and all 

such ship would be classified “X”, regardless of their flag.  From 31 August 1939, ships of 

all the beligerent nations were classified “X”.  In May 1940, the commander of the Mobile 

Force proposed than an experienced merchant marine officer accompany the Army guard, 

arguing rightly that Army officers would not know if a given act aboard a ship was 

suspicious or not – the Commanding General agreed immediately. 
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In June 1940, following the Fall of France, revised instructions were issued classifying “X” 

ships as being those not flying the US or British flags (reference to the French, Belgian and 

Dutch flags having been deleted), carrying 8 or more male passengers, or any ship carrying 

a cargo of oil and tankers in ballast but not gas-free. 

 

In January 1941, the Secretary of War required all non-US ships to carry an armed guard, 

and all vessels required prior authorisation from the Commanding General of the Panama 

Canal Department to make a transit. 

 The Armed Guard boarding a ship 
about to transit the Canal in 1939 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In common with other defence precautions and restrictions, the Transit Guard 

requirements would be modified during the war, as the threat of attack faded. 

 

The US Navy eventually took over the Transit Guard functions from 20 February 1942, 

using Marines from Rodman or Coco Solo.  The Navy employed 5 or 6 officers and around 

350 marines, with 25 to 30 sailors attached201. 

 

A Joint Board report in 1937 had specified the joint mission of Army and Navy forces in the 

Panama Canal as “protection of the Panama Canal in order that it may be maintained in 

continuous operating condition,” obviously for passage of the fleet.  The Army mission 

 
201  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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was to protect the Canal against sabotage (including by armed guards on ships in transit – 

see the later Chapter on the Canal and its vulnerabilities) and against attacks by air, land, 

and sea forces, while the Navy mission was to support the Army in defending the Canal 

and to protect shipping in the coastal zones.   

 

The new strategies for protection of the Canal developed in the 1930s involved a 3-layer 

defensive arrangement – 

1. an extended defensive line to intercept ships and aircraft before they reached and 

threatened the Canal; 

2. a “close-in line of resistance” to prevent landings on the coast; and 

3. local defences and delaying positions for a final defensive action should the first 2 

layers be breached202. 

 

Fixed-mount 3-inch AA gun, as used at many 
locations in the Canal Zone 

 

 

The Army had the responsibility of 

providing land-based and anti-aircraft 

defences, with the Navy tasked with 

offshore defence, providing armed 

guards for ships in transit through the 

Canal (although initially it was Army 

personnel that was used for this task - 

see above) and maintaining harbour 

patrols at either end of the Canal. 

 

Prior to the outbreak of World War 2 in 1939 there were limited anti-aircraft defences in 

the Canal Zone, with 12 3-inch (76.2 mm) gun batteries, machine guns and searchlights.  In 

 
202  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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June 1940, all anti-aircraft defences were ordered to wartime status, and remained at this 

level of preparedness until 1945.  The equipment was to be upgraded as the war 

progressed, with automatic cannon and additional heavy weapons added.   

 

D Battery Searchlight from the coast artillery located at Fort Randolph taking part in the 1936 Carnival, with 

a “Big Ears” listening device following 

 

Barrage balloons were also to be employed (see below), some from barges on the Canal 

itself.  However, by mid-1941 there were still no barrage balloons in place, as well as a 

shortage of personnel for the anti-aircraft units and even insufficient ammunition for the 

37 mm anti-aircraft guns203.   

 

 
203  It is said that the 37 mm guns had only enough shells for 1 minute’s firing: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
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Local defence plans gave the US Army Air Corps (USAAC204) the responsibility of air 

defence of the Canal, with the understanding that naval patrol aircraft would carry out 

distant reconnaissance, patrolling, reporting, and tracking.  The 2 major tasks of the 

USAAC consisted of furnishing an offensive or striking force to destroy enemy vessels 

encountered and of furnishing a defensive force to combat air attacks.  Similar missions 

were assumed by other USAAC contingents as bases were established throughout the 

Caribbean and by the Caribbean Air Force command upon its activation in May 1941. 

 

It was not until 1929 that the need for an airfield on the Pacific end of the Canal Zone was 

accepted and Albrook Field was constructed in 1930205 - but with hard surface runways 

only being added in 1939206.  The other military airfield at the time was at France Field, a 

specially constructed airfield on the Atlantic end of the Canal Zone near Manzanillo Bay.   

 

There were other civilian airfields, including the main ones at Panama City and David, but 

in 1935 the US Army207 acquired a lease to use the airstrip at Rio Hato (which had been 

established in 1931) and, during World War 2, expanded it to become a major airbase 

housing bomber and fighter aircraft208.  The acquisition of Rio Hato had been the first 

major formal lease of land by the military outside the Canal Zone.  There is more 

information about Rio Hato in the Chapter on air forces. 

 

"The actual anti-aircraft defenses were very weak due to demands for guns in the 

European conflict.  Only 8 3-inch guns were mounted by 1918.  7 of these guns were in 

fixed mounts around the seacoast defenses and one gun was mounted on a railway car.  4 

 
204  US Army Air Force (USAAF) from 1941. 
205  Originally known as the Balboa Fill Landing Field until 1924, as Albrook "Marcos A. Gelabert" 
International Airport it remains in use, now being Panama City’s second airport, used mainly for internal 
routes, business and general aviation. 
206  https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html 
207  Until 1948, the Air Corps was a part of the US Army (although renamed as the US Army Air Force from 
1941). 
208  As Rio Hato Army Air Base it remained in use until 1948.  However, it was used by the USAF as an 
auxiliary landing strip as late as 1990, being part of the Howard Air Force Base complex.  Howard had been 
part of wartime expansion, and had opened in 1942.  The US tried to retain it purely for its use postwar. 

https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html
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more guns were received in late 1918 and were emplaced around the Gatun Dam.  In April 

1920, 36 3-inch guns were allocated to the Canal Zone, By 1931, the US Army had 

emplaced the 3-inch anti-aircraft in 15 3-gun batteries on fixed mounts (throughout the 

Canal Zone) and one 3-inch battery on railway cars. Supporting these anti-aircraft guns 

were 29 mobile 60-inch searchlights and 16 0.50-calibre machine guns."209 

The American Defenses of the Panama Canal by Terrance McGovern (1999) 

 

In 1939, the USAAC, taking into consideration the view that the Canal Zone was the most 

critical of outlying US territories to defend, requested $23 million from Congress to 

improve air power in Panama in a defence programme laid before the US House 

Committee on Military Affairs210.  During 1939 and the first months of 1940, US Army 

engineers began the task of improving the defences of the Canal Zone211, but it was 

considered essential that some of the 153 searchlights and most of the aircraft warning 

stations required would have to be located outside the Canal Zone to be effective212 - 

hence the need for the additional bases in the Republic for which negotiations were to 

drag on into 1942. 

 

In November 1940, The Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall ordered the transfer to the 

Corps of Engineers of all air base construction in the US, but excluding that in the Canal 

Zone213.  Shortly before the United States entered the war, Congress and the War 

Department had approved the transfer of military construction responsibilities from an 

overtaxed Quartermaster Corps to the Corps of Engineers, although the shift was 

implemented piecemeal.  Finally, in December 1941, Congress transferred to the Corps 

the responsibility for real estate acquisition, construction, and maintenance for Army 

 
209  The American Defenses of the Panama Canal by Terrance McGovern (1999) via 
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof854.htm  
210 https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
211  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
212  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
213  https://www.usace.army.mil/About/History/Brief-History-of-the-Corps/Combat-and-Military-
Construction/  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof854.htm
https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://www.usace.army.mil/About/History/Brief-History-of-the-Corps/Combat-and-Military-Construction/
https://www.usace.army.mil/About/History/Brief-History-of-the-Corps/Combat-and-Military-Construction/
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facilities, including training camps, government-owned munitions plants, air bases, 

depots, and hospitals.214 

 

The US Congress had approved a total of $50 million in funding for improving Canal 

defences in 1939, leading to an expansion 

of housing at existing bases to cope with 

the increased manpower required in the 

construction effort.  Funds became 

available from July 1939, and the bulk of 

the programme was to be completed by 

early 1942, an exception being outposts, 

including airfields, outside the Canal Zone 

(which had to wait until the 1942 bases agreement with the Panamanian Government).  

During the war itself, road construction became a major undertaking, with the first 7-mile 

long stretch of the Trans-Isthmian Highway opening in January 1942, with the Highway 

being completed in December 1944 (but with traffic limited only to authorised military 

traffic)215. 

 

Early in 1940, the General Board of the Navy and the Army-Navy Joint Board had studied 

the subject of the defence of the Pacific approaches to the Canal and reached the 

conclusion that preparations must be made for the operation of constant air patrols over 

a wide area to the west of Panama.  It recommended that patrol squadrons of seaplanes, 

supported partly by tenders and partly by shore installations, be based near Guayaquil on 

the Ecuadorian coast, in the Gulf of Fonseca in Nicaragua, and in the Galapagos Islands, 

with the latter as the key installations.  They were to be fortified by both the Army and the 

 
214  Ibid.  Domestic base construction peaked in 1942, with military construction expenditures in July of that 
year alone exceeded those spent during the entire period of 1920-1938. 
215  This was the first transcontinental highway in the Americas, albeit that Panama is only around 40 miles 
across at its narrowest point. In the modern form of the Transistmica, it continues in use today. 
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Navy, under a programme directed by Army engineers216.  For more on the eventual 

acquisition of these advance bases, see a following Chapter. 

 

In February 1940, the forces available to the Panama Canal Department were made up of 

Department Troops, the Panama Mobile Force (Provisional), the Panama Separate Coast 

Artillery (Provisional) and the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) 19th Wing217.   

 

Original caption on 10 June 1939 – 
“War in Europe has resulted in a general 
tightening of the defenses of the Panama 
Canal, vital lifeline of the US in the event 
the trouble should spread across the two 
oceans. Particular attention has been paid 
to anti-aircraft defenses of the "Big Ditch".  
Concentration of searchlights in action.  It 
would be a lucky & agile mosquito who 
could fly over here without being caught in 
one of the pointing fingers; the guns that 
act in concert with the lights would do the 
rest”. 

 

 

 
216  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
217  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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14-inch railway gun on Culebra Island, 
Fort Amador, which could move from 
coast to coast, if required.  There were 
emplacements for them at Fort 
Randolph and Fort Amador (the 
former Fort Grant) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Anti-aircraft guns in the Canal Zone, 
date unknown  
(US Army Center of Military History)218 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
218  https://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=15117  

https://ww2db.com/image.php?image_id=15117
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The “Big Ears” sound location system, used by the Coastal Artillery Corps before the introduction of radar 

 

Given the higher risk level given the air attacks, under the new war planning adopted in 

1939 it became US policy to prevent the development of any potentially hostile airbases 

on land that could threaten the Canal – either to attack the Canal itself, or to support a 

surface attack or landings.  This threat was not an entirely notional concern one, given 

German influence and presence in parts of South America, and the Panama Declaration of 

1939 was one of the measures taken to counter the threat. 

 

Amongst the other defences mooted for the Canal were camouflage nets and the creation 

of dummy locks to deceive an air attacker.  Neither proved feasible.   

 

Another suggestion that was taken up was to lay down a smokescreen.  Such an approach 

had been first considered in 1930, but it was not until 1942 that smoke generators were 

ordered into place to protect certain installations.  Thousands of “smoke pot” smoke 

generators were employed, including on barges in the Canal itself.   

 

The smoke screen defences were first tested by the Chemical Warfare Service at Pedro 

Miguel Locks in February 1942, and this revealed that an effective screen could be laid 

down in 30 minutes.  However, its effectiveness (and the complicating side-effects) was 
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queried and the original ambitious plan to provide widespread smokescreen protection 

was to be cut back, with capabilities provided only for the locks and dams.  Even so, in late 

1943, as perceived threats diminished, both the smokescreen and barrage balloon 

projects were abandoned219.220  See more on anti-aircraft defences below. 

A smoke generator loaded atop a truck 
sends out a dense smokescreen as it 
crosses the Madden Dam in 1942 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A KILLER CURTAIN - A further, and bizarre, aerial defence installed in 1942 was the so-

called “killer curtain”, an aerial cable draw net situated near the 

Pedro Miguel Locks, designed to deter low-flying torpedo-

bombers.  It was normally only raised into position during an alert, 

this taking around 5 minutes.   

 

The aerial draw net was established between Cerro Luisa and Cerro 

Paraiso221, 600 feet (183 metres) from the north end of the centre 

wall of the Pedro Miguel Locks.  The main cable was suspended 

250 feet (76.2 metres) above the Canal, with vertical cables 

hanging down to water level.  It was operated by the 301st Barrage 

Battalion and was always left up during an alert. 

 
219  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf  
220  However, a 1954 movie produced by the US Army about the defences of the Canal showed such smoke 
pots being used to obscure the Canal. 
221  Cerro Luisa is on the east bank, overlooking the town of Pedro Miguel, and Cerro Paraiso opposite it on 
the west bank. 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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However, its only victim was a USAAF O-47 observation aircraft, 

which hit it in 1943, when the falling curtain fell across the 44,000 

volt transmission line for the Panama Railroad, disrupting the 

power systems and blocking traffic.  The pilot of the plane, 2nd 

Lieutenant Walter Weatherly, USAAF, was killed, with the other 

crewman rescued from the burning wreck.222 

 

As it had proved more of a liability than a benefit, this form of 

defence was subsequently discarded.  

 

See more on anti-aircraft defences below. 

 

THE PANAMA MOUNT - Some of the large artillery pieces were mounted on what was 

called a Panama Mount223.  This was a gun mount developed by 

the US Army in Panama during the 1920s for fixed artillery 

positions, and they were widely used before and during the 

war224.  Note, however, that the term Panama Mount is often 

incorrectly used to describe other gun mounts with similar 

layouts or purposes. 

 

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

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

 
222  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
223  The mounts could be constructed as either full, three-quarters or half circles of steel rail set in concrete 
with a diameter of approximately 36 feet. A concrete column with a diameter of 10 feet was constructed in 
the centre of the circle to support the gun and carriage.  The concrete column was connected to the outer 
concrete ring by concrete beams for alignment/stability. Originally traverse was accomplished with several 
men and prybars to move the trailing arms around the steel ring. Later installations included a geared steel 
ring just inside of the outer steel rail for improved traverse: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_mount 
224  American Seacoast Defenses, A Reference Guide, Second Edition by Mark A Berhow as editor (Coast 
Defense Study Group), 2004.  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_mount
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planning had been very inadequate, with few weapons allocated, and the coast defence 

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

friendly harbour, but that was all they could accomplish.  In the Philippines, for example, 

although the Coast Artillery did its best, the weapons were poorly positioned against the 

direction of enemy attacks and vulnerable to air and high-angle artillery attack 225.  

 

The 14-inch M1920 

railway gun was the last 

model railway gun to be 

deployed by the US Army.  

It was an upgrade of the 

US Navy 14-inch/50 

calibre railway gun.  Only 

4 were ever deployed; 2 

in the harbour defences 

of Los Angeles and 2 in 

the Canal Zone, , where 

they could be shifted 

between the harbour 

defences of Cristobal 

(Atlantic) or Balboa 

(Pacific)226 

 

  

 
225  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
226  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/  
 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
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US SEACOAST BATTERIES BUILT OR MODIFIED 1935-1945227 

 

 

 
227  https://cdsg.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/CDList12.pdf  

https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/CDList12.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/CDList12.pdf
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Accommodation built during the pre-war and wartime expansion of the defences typically 

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

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

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

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

ground at Fort Amador228. 

 

 

The Cristobal Piers Mole, showing the control building for the ship degaussing station at the far end. The 
degaussing station comprised a large magnetic coil on the seabed which, when the ships passed over it, 

demagnetised them to counter magnetic mines229. The bunkers are for the 90 mm anti-MTB battery, and the 
photograph shows 4 fixed mount 90mm guns in one battery230 

 

 
228  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/ 
229  For more information on wartime degaussing, see https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-
themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/ 
230  Information said to have been provided by Andrew W Fraser and Terry McGovern:  
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl4.htm 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/
https://navymuseum.co.nz/explore/by-themes/technology-and-weapons/degaussing-2/
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl4.htm
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Article about the Coastal artillery Command in Panama Canal Zone, Tuscaloosa Times, 11 December 1940231. 

  

 
231 https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1817&dat=19401211&id=VOU-
AAAAIBAJ&sjid=_kwMAAAAIBAJ&pg=6463,4719014  

https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1817&dat=19401211&id=VOU-AAAAIBAJ&sjid=_kwMAAAAIBAJ&pg=6463,4719014
https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1817&dat=19401211&id=VOU-AAAAIBAJ&sjid=_kwMAAAAIBAJ&pg=6463,4719014
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US ARMY AND US ARMY AIR CORPS UNITS IN PANAMA AND THE CANAL ZONE ON  

7 DECEMBER 1941 

 

At the time of Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941, Army forces then in Panama and the 

Canal Zone comprised232 – 

• 1st Coastal Artillery (Harbour Defence) Regiment 

• 4th Coastal Artillery (Harbour Defence) Regiment 

• 72nd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 73rd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 82nd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 83rd Coastal Artillery (Anti-Aircraft) Regiment 

• 14th Infantry Regiment 

• 33rd Infantry Regiment 

• 87th Field Artillery (Armored) Regiment 

• 2nd Field Artillery (105 mm) (Tractor Drawn) Battalion 

• 500th Infantry (Airborne) Battalion 

• 11th Engineer (Combat) Regiment 

• 805th Engineer (Aviation) Battalion 

 

US Army Air Corps – 

Republic of Panama 

Aquadulce  74th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

Chorrera 30th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

Rio Hato 32nd Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  51st Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  53rd Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

Canal Zone 

Albrook Field HQ Caribbean Air Force 

 
232  http://navsource.org/Naval/usaaf.htm 

http://navsource.org/Naval/usaaf.htm
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  HQ VI Bomber Command 

  HQ 12th Pursuit Wing 

  37th Pursuit Group 

  16th Pursuit Group 

  24th Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  28th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  29th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  31st Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  43rd Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

France Field 6th Bombardment Group (Heavy) 

  3rd Bombardment Squadron (Heavy)  B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

  20th Transport Squadron   C-39, C-47 Skytrain and C-49 

        transports 

  25th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

  39th Observation Squadron   O-47 and O-49 observation 

        aircraft 

Howard Field 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (Heavy) B-17 Flying Fortress heavy  

        bombers and B-18 Bolo 

        medium bombers 

  59th Bombardment Squadron (Light)  A-20 Havoc light bombers 

  Detachment of 20th Transport Squadron C-39, C-47 Skytrain and C-49 

        transports 

 

THE US ARMY HIGH COMMAND STRUCTURE IN 1941 

 

The garrisons of the Canal Zone, Philippines and Hawaii reported directly to the War 

Department (on the other hand, Alaska reported to the US 4th Army headquartered as the 

Presidio in San Francisco)233. 

 
233   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  

http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm
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PLANS FOR REINFORCING THE CANAL ZONE BY AIR 

 

Experiments with the use by the US Army of aircraft to transport troops and equipment to 

reinforce the Canal Zone are said to have dated from 1931, when a field artillery battery 

was transported to Panama for manoeuvres, and in 1933 a full division of soldiers were 

deployed there by air for “hemispheric defense”234.   

 

The airline industry in the US had carried out studies showing how, in theory, the Canal 

Zone could be reinforced by air (albeit at the cost of effectively closing down all other 

operations). 

 

In 1939, an Air Transport Association of America (ATA)235 plan proposed the massing of 

aircraft and crews to meet operational emergencies, reinforce a critical point in US 

 
234  https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0299carriers/   
However, it is said that the success of German airborne forces early in World War 2 inspired the US (and 
British) armies to invest in their own airborne resources. 
235  Founded in 1936 as an airline trade association, it is now called Airlines for America (A4A): 
https://www.airlines.org/who-we-are/history/  

https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0299carriers/
https://www.airlines.org/who-we-are/history/
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continental defence, or, possibly, strengthen the defences of the Canal.  For such 

missions, the airlines' entire inventory of transport aircraft might be diverted temporarily 

to the movement of forces and then returned to commercial service.   

 

The War Department had wanted the airline industry to "to eliminate all feeder civil 

aviation transport lines and build up the main lines" to meet an anticipated increase in 

military use, but the ATA plan called for a priority system instead that would insure the 

uninterrupted aerial movement of war-essential military and civilian passengers and 

cargo, and furnish aircraft and crews for individual missions related to a war or 

mobilisation236.   

 

As early as 1936, the ATA, working on conjunction with the USAAC and the Army War 

College, had formulated a plan for the mobilisation of the airlines in case of war.  The plan 

had been kept up to date during the intervening years, and after Pearl Harbor it provided 

a broad programme for the wartime utilisation of the civil aviation resources of the 

country237. 

 

The ATA war plan also assigned each sector responsibilities for onward movements 

related to hemispheric defence: Sector #2— being assigned to Braniff, was for Panama 

and South America238. 

 

President Roosevelt had signed an Executive Order on 13 December 1941 directing the 

Secretary of War to take possession (impress) of any portion of any civil aviation system 

required in the war effort.  A number of aircraft would be impressed in Panama, including 

the C-79, the only Junkers Ju 52/3m trimotor in the USAAC, and the story of which is told 

in the Chapter on air forces. 

 

 
236   https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf  
237  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-9.html  
238  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 

https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-9.html
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
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Early in 1941, the ATA had revisited the issue of mobilising the air transport industry and 

contemporary estimates suggested that the airlines could move up to 6,700 men per day 

for a limited period from bases in the US to points as far away as the Panama Canal.  

However, executing such a plan would have required the termination of all scheduled 

commercial operations and the use of all airline transports239.240 

 

BARRAGE BALLOONS 

 

As mentioned above, barrage balloons were to form part of the air defences of the Canal, 

some operating from barges on the Canal itself.  However, by mid-1941 there were still no 

barrage balloons241.  See below for more on anti-aircraft defences and the separate 

Chapter on the introduction of barrage balloons. 

 

The 16th Century Fort San Lorenzo on 

the Atlantic Coast also saw use once 

again in World War 2.  The US Army 

placed a 3-inch AA battery in it, to 

discourage U-boats using the Chagres 

River to attack dams linked to the 

Canal.  It is a World Heritage Site and a 

tourist attraction. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
239  A History of the Civil Reserve Air Fleet by Theodore Joseph Crackel ( Air Force History & Museums 
Program), 1998: https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
240  In 1941, the USAAC and US Navy impressed 200 of the 360 airliners in service in the US, as well as most 
of the employees: https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/  
241  It is said that the 37mm guns had only enough shells for 1 minute’s firing: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://simpleflying.com/pan-ams-role-in-world-war-ii/
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
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1939 6-inch gun 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The battleship USS Texas in the 
Gatun Locks of the Panama Canal, 
en route to the US East Coast, 
June 1937 
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Western Atlantic and World War 2 Canal Zone Defense Area242 

 

 
242  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-
the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
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A 16-inch (406 mm) gun of the type used in the Canal Zone preserved at the US Army Ordnance Museum at 
the Aberdeen Testing Ground in Maryland.  Such a gun fired a 2,240 lb (1,020 kg) projectile up to 26 miles (42 

km).  The estimated cost of a new example in 1938 was $520,000. 

In 1950, all but this one example were scrapped243 

 

 

 

Photo circa 1942 of one of the 
14-inch guns that guarded the 
Panama Canal in the event of 
war. Mounted on a turntable, 
the gun could fire a shell 30 
miles out to sea.  
(Photo by Keystone/Getty 
Images) 

 

 

 
243  https://cdsg.org/  

https://cdsg.org/
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A “disappearing” 14-inch coastal artillery gun, 25 years old in 1941, probably at Battery Warren on Flamenco 
Island. The gun had a range of 13.64 miles.  Beneath each were a powder magazine and shell store.  A lift 

descended 250-feet to a shoreline railway siding tunnel244 

 

 

 

 

 
244  The disappearing carriage was developed in the 19th Century, and the theory was that the gun could 
crouch behind 20 feet of concrete, with another 20-30 feet of hard packed earth in front of that, it would 
rise up to fire, then return to crouch down behind its barrier, and thus be invisible from the sea. 
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14-inch guns in 1939 
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ANTI-AIRCRAFT DEFENCES245 

 

For more on anti-aircraft guns in particular. See below. 

 

Prior to October 1939, the Antiaircraft Defense Board of the Panama Canal Department 

made all decisions on anti-aircraft defences . In September 1939, the 73rd Coast Artillery 

Regiment, the only anti-aircraft regiment in the Department had been activated, and on 

20 June 1940, all anti-aircraft units were ordered to war stations and remained there for 

the duration of the war. 

 

When the Panama Coast Artillery Command was formed on 20 November 1940 it included 

2 anti-aircraft brigades, alongside the 2 Harbor Defense units at either end of the Canal – 

• 76th Antiaircraft Artillery Brigade – for air defence of the Pacific Canal sector, 

including the Pedro Miguel Locks; Miraflores Locks; Spillway and power plants; 

Madden Dam; Albrook and Howard Fields; and Navy facilities at Balboa Dry Dock 

and tank farm; 

• 75th Antiaircraft Artillery Brigade – for air defence of the Atlantic sector, including 

Gatun Locks, Dam and Spillway; Mount Hope Filtration Plant; France Field; and 

Coco Solo. 

 

Anti-aircraft defences included searchlights, radar (later, see the Chapter on its 

introduction), automatic weapons (37 mm cannon), barrage balloons (see the separate 

Chapter on their introduction), smoke generators and blackout controls (there is more on 

blackouts and air raid precautions later). 

 

Annual anti-aircraft and automatic weapons firing were held at the Rio Hato Gunnery 

Camp, about 75 miles from Panama City on the Pacific coast.  Heavy supplies had to be 

 
245  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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transported by sea and offloaded onto the beach at Rio Hato until, in 1942, the US built a 

highway from Chorrera to Rio Hato. 

 

A 1940 review had shown a shortage of searchlights, and produced a recommendation 

that those available should be sited on the best avenues of approach to the Canal for the 

best illumination of any targets.  During daylight hours searchlights were to be concealed.  

There were difficulties in using the best sites, due to jungle terrain and a lack of positions 

in Panama Bay (with a greater grouping along the shoreline as a result).  Sound locaters 

were sited alongside the searchlights.  Later, 0.50-inch heavy machine guns were also 

used for local protection of each light. 

 

Until September 1943, there were 85 searchlight positions in the Pacific sector.  This was 

reduced to just 4 sites, with 12 searchlights each, as the Pacific Searchlight Defense. 

 

A later Chapter will look at the introduction of radar in Panama.  However, it is worth 

noting that, in February 1942, British radar experts visited and advised on siting and 

conversion for use against low-flying aircraft.  The siting of radar units on high hills 

contributed to the ground clutter affecting readings. 

 

In March 1942, tests were made to assess the effectiveness of the SCR-268 against low-

flying aircraft, and it was found that the detection range depended on the target’s 

altitude.  The maximum range was 3,000 to 5,300 yards (2,743 to 4,846 metres), after 

which the target was lost in ground clutter.   

 

In May 1943, the SCR-547 Height Finder Radar was received and installed at tactical 

positions, but these proved neither effective nor popular; and all were turned over to the 

Signal Corps in August 1944. 
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The SCR-545 sets received in April 1944 to replace the SCR-268 and SCR-547 suffered from 

the same ground clutter problem, albeit to a lesser degree.  Both the SCR268 and SCR-545 

were unable to detect targets over land and below 1,000 feet (305 metres) altitude.  Due 

to the problems, the M-1 Height Finder was used to determine the range of low-flying 

aircraft which could not be tracked by the SCR-545.  In addition, by 1944, daily tracking 

missions formed part of the training required to improve and maintain the efficiency of 

the crews of the radar sets. 

 

In May 1944, all SCR-268 sets were moved from anti-aircraft gun sites to searchlight 

positions, as the new SCR-545 sets arrived.  In the Pacific sector, there would be 15 SCR-

268 operating with searchlight positions and 12 SCR-545 with gun positions; in the Atlantic 

sector there would be 18 and 12 respectively. 

 

The Miraflores swingbridge, with 2 0.50-

inch machine gun installations 

 

By 1940, there were 11 gun 

batteries and 32 searchlight 

positions in the Pacific sector and, 

as of 1 October 1939, there were 12 

fixed anti-aircraft batteries and a 

“few” searchlights in the Atlantic 

sector.   

 

In 1939-40, the standard anti-aircraft artillery was the 3-inch (76.2mm) gun.  The only 

automatic weapons for air defence were 15 x 0.30-inch medium machine guns. 

 

There was an expansion of gun and searchlight positions during the war, with more and 

improved weapons.  There were mobile 3-inch (76.2mm) mobile guns, alongside fixed 3-

inch and 105 mm guns, forming an interior defence ring around defended areas.   
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In July 1944, the Coastal Artillery Command ordered surveys for possible sites for 120 mm 

guns, with Camp Chiva, Albrook Field, Empire and Cocoli found to be suitable, and 

excellent radar sites.  By December 1944, Battery 80 at Camp Chiva and Battery 81 near 

the Empire Range had been approved (the others had been rejected, with alternatives 

sought). 

 

The 3-inch gun had had limited effectiveness against high-speed, high-altitude aircraft and 

thus were clustered close to targets, for use against low-altitude targets, such as torpedo 

and dive bombers.  In addition, in December 1941, there was a shortage of ammunition, 

which hampered and limited training and target practice. 

 

As mentioned, the chief light anti-aircraft weapon in 1939 was the 37 mm cannon, 

supplemented from November 1939 by 0.50-inch heavy machine guns distributed to 

provide close-in defence  (though initially without the requested sights and tracer 

ammunition - the 37 mm also suffered from a shortage of ammunition).  A new study in 

February 1942 called for a considerable increase in the numbers of automatic weapons 

available. 

 

Mobile anti-aircraft gun emplacement 

 

By December 1942, all the 37 mm 

guns had been replaced by new 40 

mm Bofors guns. 

 

 

From 1941, a plan was initiated with allowed the gun batteries to provide supporting fire 

to the Mobile Force, as well as a secondary harbour defence role in the Atlantic sector. 
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In February 1942, instructions were received from Coastal Artillery Command to establish 

a system of barrage fire, the first involving a fixed barrage at 500 feet (152 metres) above 

the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks.  The barrage was seen as an alternative until the 

developmentof a radar-controlled barrage. 

 

However, from September 1943, in common with many other defence arrangements, 

anti-aircraft gun defences were reduced, as the threat was seen to diminish. 

 

One of the precautions considered at the start of the war as for demolishing buildings in 

the townsites at Red Tank, Paraiso and Pedro Miguel, as the light from burning buildings 

would illuminate the adjacent locks, and thus aid enemy attackers.  However, the threat 

was countered by installing a light tin fence instead. 

 

The smokescreen mentioned earlier to protect the Canal used M1 oil-powered smoke 

generators.  Shortly after the Pearl Harbor attack, the Army’s Chemical Warfare Service 

(CWS) had deployed stationary 100-gallon M1 oil generators to protect the Canal, locks 

and other important industrial sites.  These generators were similar to smudge pots, 

generating oil-burning clouds within 20 to 30 minutes of being lit.  Because of the weight 

and size of the M1, they remained at fixed points surrounding the Canal246.   

 

SMOKE GENERATORS - As the U.S. military increased its overseas involvement, the 

CWS saw the obvious advantage to employing these systems 

in ports and harbours supporting theatre military operations.  

The M2 smoke generator, developed just prior to June 1944, 

unlike the M1, which required fixed installations due to its size 

and weight, allowed a more mobile employment of smoke 

generators around ports in Europe.  

 
246  Smoke Operations in 21st Century Warfare by Al Mauroni (Association of the United States Army), April 
1997: https://www.ausa.org/sites/default/files/LPE-97-2-Smoke-Operations-in-21st-Century-Warfare.pdf  

https://www.ausa.org/sites/default/files/LPE-97-2-Smoke-Operations-in-21st-Century-Warfare.pdf
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However, their lack of reliability still relegated them largely to 

fixed points, but the lighter weight allowed commanders to 

develop flexible options based on moving generators around 

the port perimeter, allowing for shifting weather conditions.  

Because the M2s used fog oil instead of pure oil, the volume of 

smoke and its staying power on the battlefield increased as 

the cost of smoke operations dropped.247 

 

In March 1942, the Coast Artillery Command directed that smoke generators be installed 

immediately and, by the end of the month, the Miraflores and Pedro Miguel installations 

were complete.  The Pedro Miguel smokescreen was tested in April, and the first smoke 

barges were installed at Miraflores Locks that month.   

 

By January 1943, 27 barges were manned and in use to provide a smokescreen.  In total, 

5,990 smoke generators were employed in the Gatun area, 3,138 at Pedro Miguel, 3,906 

at Miraflores Locks and 12 at the Madden Dam.  The Gatun area included 67 barges, many 

of which were also used to control barrage balloons. 

3-inch anti-aircraft gun emplacement in 
the vicinity of the Canal locks 

 

In late 1942, the CWS was ordered 

to develop a means of firing the 

generators remotely, and after 

experimentation an electrical 

ignition system was installed.  

However, in August 1943, use of 

the smokescreen was discontinued during daylight (as it was found to interfere with the 

 
247  Ibid. 
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automatic weapons, and did not deter high-flying bombers).  Hence, only the Madden 

Dam generators were manned on full alert, i.e. both day and night. 

 

From October 1943, the equipment was removed to store and it was officially terminated 

on 1 December 1943 as troop levels were being reduced.  Almost 900 men (plus 200 boats 

and barges) had been necessary for the smokescreen defence. 

 

The smokescreen defences were part of the aerial defences which came under the Coast 

Artillery Command, which was also responsible for the other anti-aircraft defences, 

including searchlights and barrage balloons.  However, the smoke defence units were 

under the operational control of the USAAC/USAAF interceptor command248. 

 

ANTI-AIRCRAFT GUNS249 

 

The Italian Ethiopian War and the Spanish Civil War of the mid- to late 1930s had amply 

confirmed the importance of defence against aerial bombing attacks and focused 

attention of the US Coast Artillery Corps and the Ordnance Department on the need of 

long-range, accurate, powerful anti-aircraft guns.  

 

The 3-inch (76.2 mm) anti-aircraft gun, which was in use (albeit short of ammunition) in 

the Canal Zone in 1941, was standardised by the Army in 1927.  It was a good weapon for 

use against aircraft of the 1920s, but had neither the range to be effective against planes 

flying at the heights attainable by 1937, nor the fire control mechanisms needed to track 

accurately those flying at the greater speeds of the more modern aircraft.  

 

Even before the outbreak of war in Europe, there was an effort to design and acquire 

improved anti-aircraft weapons.  Later the Battle of Britain and realisation of the 

 
248  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
249  http://tothosewhoserved.org/usa/ts/usatso01/chapter14.html  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://tothosewhoserved.org/usa/ts/usatso01/chapter14.html


128 
 

overwhelming advantage that clearing the skies of enemy aircraft would offer, when the 

time came for a full-scale offensive, reinforced the wisdom of perfecting anti-aircraft 

equipment of every kind — guns, mounts, tracking devices, and ammunition. 

 

However, the problem of reaching targets flying at great height was not a major concern 

for Allied anti-aircraft gun batteries in World War 2.  Most enemy aircraft operated at not 

more than 10,000 feet (3,048 metres) and the 3-inch anti-aircraft gun M3 had a slant 

range of 15,000 feet (4,572 metres).  Newer guns had much greater range, but having the 

necessary range by no means solved the problems of effective anti-aircraft fire.  It is 

important to remember that because aircraft, unlike ground equipment, operate freely in 

3 dimensions, accurate fire control is as much more complex for anti-aircraft guns than for 

ground weapons as solid geometry or spherical trigonometry is than plane geometry or 

trigonometry.  Add to that complexity the factor of the speed at which modern aircraft fly 

— whereby the fourth dimension of time is introduced — and success in destroying 

enemy aircraft by ground fire might appear to become a matter of luck.  To convert 

chance into some predictable proportion of destructive hits to number of targets fired at 

was a challenge that the Ordnance Department faced through much of the war. 

 

Of the various ways of meeting the challenge, a steady barrage of fire was one. Against 

low-flying craft, use of guns with rapid cyclic rates would increase the chances of a strike 

through the sheer volume of fire.  A machine gun, or better still batteries of machine guns, 

could saturate the path of the enemy aircraft, provided the gunners had correctly 

estimated the range, height, and direction of flight involved. 

 

Artillery, on the other hand, though having long range, power, and shell bursts covering a 

considerable area, could not fire fast enough to blanket the skies, even if guns were 

equipped with automatic fuse setter-rammers that would automatically set the fuse as 

the shell was being loaded into the breach.  
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For saturating fire against strafing attacks the 0.50-inch (12.7 mm) machine gun was 

regarded by both the Ordnance Department and Army units as a satisfactory weapon – 

and this was also present in the Canal Zone from the start of the war.  The 0.30-inch (7.62 

mm) machine gun was too light a weapon to suffice under most circumstances, though for 

training it worked as well as the 0.50-inch and was cheaper to use.  In the 1930s, the Coast 

Artillery Corps, being the arm concerned with anti-aircraft defence, preferred the water-

cooled version of the 0.50-inch, the basic M2 model250 equipped with an outer water-filled 

jacket and a water pump for cooling the barrel.  However, because a water supply might 

be hard to maintain under some combat conditions, an air-cooled heavy-barrel model was 

also designed for ground use where long bursts of fire might be necessary251. 

 

M2 water-cooled 0.50-inch 
heavy machine gun  
(This photo from Sicily in 1943) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If 0.50-inch anti-aircraft machine guns themselves required few changes after 1940, their 

mounts were another thing.  The tall tripod mount adopted in the 1930s had been 

designed for a different tactical use from what the changes in air warfare demanded in 

 
250  The M2 heavy machine gun remains in production, and in US Army use, to this day. 
251  Large numbers of water-cooled M2 remained the US Navy's standard short-range anti-aircraft weapon 
until 1942, when it was realised that they lacked hitting power at typical naval engagement rages; they were 
gradually replaced by 20 mm Oerlikon cannon. 
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1940.  By then, the Chief of Coast Artillery had labelled the existing mounts too heavy, too 

hard to transport, and having insufficient elevation to be suited to close-in defence against 

low-flying, high-speed targets. 

 

The limitations of machine guns made light artillery essential for defence against relatively 

close-in attack.  Light artillery could be equipped with fire control mechanisms that could 

not be used with machine guns; and an artillery projectile, if only because of its far greater 

mass, could destroy a target that machine gun bullets might hit without seriously 

damaging.  

 

Between the wars, the Colt Patent Fire Arms Company had produced a 37 mm gun, and, 

after standardisation of the model in 1927, Watertown and Frankford Arsenals carried on 

development of a carriage and sighting system.  However, progress was slow but 

nonetheless, by Autumn 1938, as the war was drawing closer, a carriage, standardised as 

the M3, and the M2 sighting system, coupled with a so-called control equipment set, the 

M1, were put into production, 

while orders for the gun itself 

went to Watervliet Arsenal 

and Colt. 

 

 

 

An M1 37 mm gun in the Solomon 
Islands during the war 
 

 

The M1 37mm gun could fire up to 90 rounds per minute, to a range of 10,500 feet (3,200 

metres).  Finally adopted, after a long period of testing, in 1939, it became the US Army’s 

main anti-aircraft gun for the first years of World War 2, being replaced from 1943 by the 

40 mm Bofors.   The M1 was also deployed in the coastal defence role in anti-torpedo 
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batteries alongside 90 mm guns, usually composed of 4 x 90 mm and 2 x 37 mm guns. 

Some of these batteries were composed of 4 x 37 mm guns. 

 

In 1940, a British remote-control system, originally designed for use with 40 mm Bofors, 

was so undeniably superior to the American type that the Ordnance Technical Committee 

recommended adopting the British type for all new 37 mm carriages.  

 

Hand-tracking and aiming were likely to be inaccurate; the mechanical controls developed 

in the 1930s for the 37 mm gun were clumsy and slow.  The most satisfactory answer was 

found in the adoption of the British mechanical director linked with gears on the gun that 

automatically elevated and traversed the gun as the director transmitted its 

computations.  The Kerrison predictor, named for its British inventor, was somewhat 

modified for use with American guns, a task undertaken by the National Defense Research 

Committee (NDRC).  Later, addition of a stereoscopic range finder, an altitude converter, 

and an electric mechanism for setting slant range into the director’s multiplying 

mechanism produced the model as the M5A2 director.  

 

 

The Swedish-designed 40 mm Bofors gun had already shown its capabilities252, but 

attempts in 1937 to purchase Bofors for testing had come to nothing, for a variety of 

 
252  The prototype had been first developed in 1931, entering service with the Swedish Navy in 1934.  The 
first land-based version was ordered by Belgium in 1935, and the British had adopted the weapon after 
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reasons.  It was not until Autumn 1940 did the US obtain examples, the Navy obtaining 1 

in October, the Army 1 in December.  Only close collaboration between the Army, the 

Navy, and the British enabled the US to hasten negotiations for manufacturing rights and 

the Ordnance Department to get drawings and construction of 2 pilot models started even 

before contracts with the Swedish company were formalised.  

 

The Army used 6 British Bofors for testing, along with the Kerrison Predictor directors, and 

they proved to be superior in all areas to the 37 mm gun. By the middle part of the war, 

most of the Army’s 37 mm guns 

had been replaced by the Bofors.  

In and Marine Corps service, the 

single-mount Bofors was known as 

the 40 mm Automatic Gun M1. 

 

40-mm Automatic Gun M1 (AA) and 40-
mm Antiaircraft Gun Carriage M2 – in the 
firing position 
 

The Army officially adopted the air-cooled Bofors as the 40 mm, automatic anti-aircraft 

gun M1 in April 1941, with the explicit commitment that, as soon as quantity manufacture 

was achieved, it was to replace the 37 mm gun.  Over 60,000 were to be made by Chrysler 

(and 120,000 barrels) during the war253. 

 

Though the 3-inch gun M3 had, in fact, an adequate range for most World War 2 anti-

aircraft defence use, and although it was to serve the US Army well on Bataan, its muzzle 

velocity of only 2,600 feet (792.5 metres) per second and its light, 12.8 lb (5.8 kg) 

projectile were drawbacks.  Aware of these shortcomings, in 1938 the Coast Artillery 

 
testing Polish-built examples in 1937, but by the outbreak of war only 239 had been built under licence in 
the UK.  However, production in the UK, Australia and Canada produced over 19,000 guns by the end of the 
war. 
253  York Safe & Lock also produced the weapon. 
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Corps had requested a larger-calibre gun, with a higher muzzle velocity, capable of firing a 

21 lb (9.5 kg) projectile to a greater height than the 3-inch gun could reach.   

 

 War Department Technical Manual TM 9-252254 

 

A Coast Artillery Board report of 1939 had referred to bombers flying at 250 miles (402 

km) per hour at an altitude of 32,000 feet (9,750 metres) and of even faster aircraft under 

design which could operate at a ceiling of nearly 8 miles (12.9 km).  Hence, 1939 saw the 

start of work upon a still longer-range gun calculated to reach aircraft at heights of 56,000 

feet (17,069 metres). 

  

A 1938 project for a 90 mm anti-aircraft gun, was rushed to completion in 1940.  The 

selection of that calibre had been determined by the weight of a shell that could be hand 

loaded; anything in excess of 40 lb (18.1 kg) for a complete round would be too heavy for 

men to handle for more than a few minutes at a stretch, and mechanical loading systems 

until then had not been reliable.  

 
254  https://maritime.org/doc/boforstm252/index.htm  

https://maritime.org/doc/boforstm252/index.htm
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The only high-velocity American anti-aircraft gun, the 120 mm, saw little action, partly 

because its development and production lagged by more than a year behind that of the 90 

mm, and partly because its weight made transport difficult.  Nevertheless, even in 1939 

the Ordnance Department had been convinced that a more powerful anti-aircraft weapon 

than the 90 mm would in time be needed.  The design of the 90 mm was barely off the 

drawing boards when the Ordnance Department persuaded the Coast Artillery Board of 

the wisdom of having Ordnance Department develop a heavier anti-aircraft gun.  Whereas 

the limits of fire control in 1938 had precluded the use of a longer-range gun than the 90 

mm, by 1939 developments in radar and electronics held out hopes of effectively reaching 

to greater altitudes.   

 

Therefore, the project launched in June 1939, though modified somewhat during the next 

16 months, called for a gun with a muzzle velocity of 3,100 feet (945 metres) per second, 

and able to fire a 50 lb (22.7 kg) projectile to an altitude of 56,000 feet (17,069 metres).  

The ammunition had to be semifixed, that is, the 50 lb projectile separate from the 51 lb 

(23.1 kg) sealed powder case.  As 50 lb loads would be too heavy for hand-loading, a 

power-operated ammunition tray and rammer was necessary.  These characteristics were 

incorporated in the model standardised in 1944 as the 120 mm AA gun M1. 

 
An M1 120 mm gun at the US Army Ordnance 
Museum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About 15 M1 120 mm guns were sent to the Canal Zone.  Some were also sent to Britain, 

to bolster defences against the V-1.  However, none was ever fired against an enemy 
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(manned) aircraft during the war.  Only about 550 M1 were produced, seeing some use in 

the later Korean War, but by then the advent of faster, jet-powered aircraft had made 

large anti-aircraft guns like the M1 obsolete255.256 

 

THE EVOLUTION OF WAR PLAN ORANGE257 

 

The original War Plan Orange dated from 1890, and was the first US doctrine of 

expeditionary warfare and came into being overs fears over a possible war with Japan.  

The US and Japan had conflicting claims over Pacific islands, including Hawaii (which the 

US annexed in 1898). 

 

Evolving during the 1920s and 1930s, and originally being 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 the government had halted its programme of 

military expansion).   

 

The threat of war with Japan had existed since the end of the 19th Century when the US, 

after its war with Spain, had found itself in possession of many islands in the Pacific 

Ocean, most notably the Philippines and Guam, which it could neither administer nor 

adequately defend. 

 

From the start, the US had always to lose such lightly defended outposts, which it knew 

it could not defend successfully.   

 

 
255  https://www.militaryfactory.com/armor/detail.php?armor_id=446 
256  The MIM-3 Nike Ajax surface-to-air missile entered service in 1954.  By January 1960, all remaining 
National Guard units with M1 guns had been converted to use the MIM-3 or deactivated. 
257  https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/ops/war-plan-orange.htm  

https://www.militaryfactory.com/armor/detail.php?armor_id=446
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/ops/war-plan-orange.htm
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A consequence of the planning in 1903 was to creation of the joint Army-Navy Board, 

usually known as the Joint Board, which concerned itself with prospects of war with 

Japan, particularly after Japan defeated Russia in the Russo-Japanese war in 1904-05. 

A fundamental assumption by the Joint Board was that the Philippines would always be 

Japan's first wartime objective, and it developed the first Japanese war plans 

(codenamed Orange) in 1904-05. 

 

After World War 1, with the rise of Japanese imperialism and its control of the former 

German Pacific colonies258, the US Army and Navy began to pay even more attention to 

the risk of war with Japan.  The position worsened after the 1922 Washington Naval 

Treaty, as the US began to fall behind Japan in construction of new vessels.  There was 

also seen to be a risk of a renewed Anglo-Japanese alliance (they had been allies from 

1902 and during World War 1, and the Japanese navy was heavily influenced by the 

Royal Navy) affecting the balance of power in the Pacific, although this threat was 

dispelled following the Washington Conference of 1921. 

 

In the early 1920s, the War Department and the Navy Department drew up contingency 

plans for what they envisioned to be a two-theatre war fought in both the Atlantic and 

the Pacific theatres; including war with Japan over resources and territory in the Pacific. 

Other of these colour-coded plans included – 

Plan Red – an Atlantic strategic war plan with conflict involved Britain – either as 

an ally of Japan (until 1922) or due to Britain’s imperial possessions; 

Plan Red-Orange – a two-theatre war envisaging first defeating Britain in the 

Atlantic, before turning to face Japan (in effect, it was this plan that was adopted 

in World War 2, but with Germany substituted for Britain). 

 

 
258  The Marianas, Carolines, and Marshall Islands; controlled from 1920 under a League of Nations mandate. 
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However, after the 1921 Washington Conference Britain was to make the choice of 

adopting a strategy to align with the US – though the Red-Orange Plan remained on the 

shelves of the Joint Board. 

 

After World War 1, plans developed 1921-24 saw war with Japan as primarily a naval 

war, with the US in a vulnerable position in the western Pacific, and the possibility of 

Japanese attacks on Hawaii, the Panama Canal and even the US West Coast.  However, 

the plan saw no real prospect of Japan being able to seize any of these places. 

 

To defeat Japan would need establishing US sea power in the western Pacific in strength 

superior to that of Japan, and this led to the decision that the US would need to hold 

Manila Bay in the Philippines (despite the Philippines having been seen as indefensible 

previously), to serve as the only suitable naval base in the western Pacific. 

 

In these plans, there was no provision for a landing on the Japanese home islands. Japan 

was to be defeated by blockade and by the disruption of its vital sea communications. 

Plan Orange was revised several times 1924-38, sometimes in consequence of 

international developments.  Notably, situations considered included a surprise attack 

on Pearl Harbor. 

 

While War Plan Orange was seen as one plan, in fact the Army and Navy had their own 

separate plans, but based on the joint one.  In addition, the forces in the overseas bases, 

such as in the Canal Zone, had their own joint and Army and Navy plans. 

 

During the 1930s, tensions with Japan heightened, as it seized Manchuria, attacked 

China (from 1937) and barred access to the mandate islands in the Pacific.  In 1933, 

following criticism of its actions in Manchuria, Japan withdrew from the League of 

Nations and was seen to be acting with growing confidence, in the belief that the US, 

USSR, and the European colonial powers were not likely to take concerted action 
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against its expansion.  Then, in 1936, the both the 1922 and 1930 naval limitation 

treaties expired (Japan having served notice of the intention to withdraw from both), 

removing any theoretical limit on its naval expansion. 

 

By the mid-30s, planners had concluded that the Philippines259 would be lost and that 

any subsequent war would be both long and costly.  However, the US maintained its 

opposition to Japan’s expansion plans – something which had popular support, despite 

the risk of war.  In 1931, the planners’ position was that the Army should not be 

involved in what they saw as a fruitless attempt to defend and relieve the Philippines 

and a costly attempt to retake them.  However, this viewpoint was totally unacceptable 

to the US Navy, and there followed 2 years of dispute between the Army and Navy 

staffs. 

 

The dispute was settled in the 1938 Plan Orange (though this was to be replaced the 

following year by the 5 “Rainbow” plans) and this required specific Presidential 

authorisation for any operations west of Midway and gave no indication of how long it 

should take the Navy to advance into the western Pacific.  It recognised the hopeless 

position of the American forces in the Philippines, abut retained as a basic mission "to 

hold the entrance to Manila Bay, to deny it to Japanese naval forces,", but with little 

hope of reinforcement. 

 

The Navy’s Base War Plan Orange for 1938 contained 3 assumptions inspired by 

extensive Army revisions to the Joint Plan, which eliminated all references to offensive 

warfare, and saying that the outbreak of war would be preceded by a period of strained 

relations; Japan would attack without warning; and a superior US fleet would operate 

west of Hawaii. 

 

 
259  In 1934, the Philippine Independence Act (aka the Tydings-McDuffie Bill) was passed, providing for 
independence for the Philippines in 1946. 
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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 Orange260. 

 

WAR PLAN RAINBOW 5261 

 

In May 1939, the Joint Army-Navy Board issued a directive to the Joint Planning 

Committee that led to the drafting of the Rainbow Plans.  The Committee was asked to 

consider the relations of the US with the various democratic powers and their enemies, 

but also stated that “it will be assumed that action by the United States will be 

unsupported and that the Democratic Powers of Europe as well as the Latin American 

States are neutral; that should be sought from allied or neutral Democratic Powers with 

respect to specific Theaters of Operation to render our efforts fully effective; and 

moreover will provide for the alternative situations that would develop if the United 

States should support or be supported by one or more of the Democratic Powers”. 

 

It was also asked to develop specific war plans to deal with 

potential scenarios that might be encountered by a neutral US 

prior to a world war, and to devise a scenario for a war which 

included “England, France, and the United States on one side 

(possibly Russia also), and Germany, Italy, and Japan (possibly 

Spain also) on the other side”.   

 

 
260  http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm  
261  https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context=masters  

http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm
https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context=masters
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5 scenarios were envisaged - 

• The first scenario proposed by the Joint Board was the standard scenario of the US 

versus Germany, Italy, and Japan; with the US objective being confined to the 

defence of the area of the Western Hemisphere north of 10 degrees South 

Latitude, essentially north of the bulge of Brazil; 

• Another scenario was the US versus Germany, Italy, and Japan with the focus of 

the US armed effort in the Western Hemisphere restricted to north of 10 degrees 

South Latitude, as well as to vital US interests in the Western Pacific; 

• The third scenario was the US versus Germany, Italy, and Japan, with the objective 

of defending the entire Western Hemisphere; 

• The fourth scenario had the US, Britain, and France versus Germany, Italy, and 

Japan, with the United States providing maximum participation to Allied armies in 

Europe; 

• The fifth scenario was the US, Britain, and France versus Germany, Italy, and Japan, 

with the US not providing maximum participation in continental Europe, but 

maintaining the Monroe Doctrine262 and carrying out allied tasks in the Pacific. 

 

Each Rainbow Plan would be based on one of the 5 scenarios presented to the Joint 

Board.  The Rainbow Plans anticipated a global war in which the US would participate with 

one or more allies against one or more enemies.  Defence of the Monroe Doctrine was a 

key feature of each of the resultant plans. 

 

Rainbow Plans 1, 2, 3, and 4 had been devised for the same general situation, with 

Germany, Italy, and Japan, acting in concert, and with Japan, supported by Germany and 

Italy, involved in armed aggression vital interests of the US in the western Pacific.  They 

also assumed that the US will not be materially supported by Britain and France and that 

 
262  The Monroe Doctrine, which dated from 1823, when enunciated by then President James Monroe, 
included 4 elements, of which the most relevant was that any attempt by a European power to oppress or 
control any nation in the Western Hemisphere would be viewed as a hostile act against the US. 
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Latin American states would remain neutral, but that in each plan the US would seek 

cooperation from allied or neutral powers. 

 

Under all Rainbow Plans 1 to 4, the security of Panama (meaning, in reality, the Canal) 

were among the primary concerns. 

 

After President Roosevelt was r-elected in 1940, the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral 

Stark called for the creation of a specific war plan to provide guidance for military 

mobilisation efforts and to plan US strategy.  Stark (who was not an anglophile) assumed 

that the independence and survival of Britain and the British Commonwealth was of vital 

importance to the security of the US, but that the British could not defeat the Axis powers 

alone and at the same time he realized that Japan might enter the war at any moment on 

the side of Germany and Italy in order to exploit Britain’s weakness. 

 

Admiral Stark drafted 4 plans, Plans A to D, the last of which called for Allied offensive 

operations in the Atlantic, including large-scale land operations in either the North Africa 

or Europe or both regions, while at the same time the US would remain on the defensive 

in the Pacific until both Germany and Italy were defeated.  It was this Plan D that would be 

adopted nearly wholesale as the Joint Strategic Plan or the “National Defense Policy of the 

United States”, and was commissioned by General George C Marshall, and reviewed by 

the Joint Board, and finally approved by President Roosevelt as Rainbow 5 on 19 

November 1941. 

 

The scenario under Rainbow 5 placed the “Associated Powers” (the US, the British 

Commonwealth of Nations – less Ireland, the Dutch East Indies, Russia, the various 

governments in exile abroad, China and “Free French” forces on one side and Nazi 

Germany, Fascist Italy, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria and possibly Japan, Indochina, and 

Thailand, on the other).  It War envisioned the full cooperation of the Latin American 

Republics (except perhaps Mexico). 
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The strategic concept of Rainbow 5 consisted of the application of naval, land, and air 

forces as well as the use of diplomatic measures designed to increase economic pressure 

on the Axis powers.  Since Germany was the prominent member of the Axis, the European 

theatre was considered by US planners to be the decisive theatre, and US efforts would be 

exerted primarily on that theatre.  Under Rainbow 5, the US would provide for the 

greatest share of the defence of the Western Hemisphere.  War planners also noted that 

under this scenario enemy efforts would primarily be limited to raids by air and naval 

forces. 

 

Rainbow 5263 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 leak264. 

 

Rainbow 5 also called for holding the Mediterranean Front and knocking Italy out of the 

war, as well as for sustaining an air assault against Germany as well as the eventual 

opening a land offensive in Europe.  As the Atlantic fleet assisted the Royal Navy, the 

Pacific fleet would remain on guard in the Eastern Pacific. 

 

In the event, the limited war plan in the Pacific envisaged by Rainbow 5 was abandoned in 

favour of an aggressive version of War Plan Orange during World War 2, as US forces were 

able to take to the offensive against Japan much earlier than expected.  Nevertheless, 

World War 2 was conducted by the US largely in accordance with Rainbow 5, the global 

plan established in 1941, and it remained in effect until it was rescinded in March 1946. 

  

 
263  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630  
264  https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-
leak/4189565419600/  

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/


143 
 

SPECIAL ITEM PROJECTS265 

 

A series of projects were approved in the years before the Pearl Harbor attack, known as 

“Special Item Projects” or SIPs.  There were about 45 of these emergency projects, mostly 

concerned with locks structures, installing emergency equipment and generally preparing 

for wartime conditions. 

 

For example, SIP-30 involved camouflage, and this also included non-lock structures, such 

as fuel storage tanks, as well as lock houses etc.  SIP-2 involved such things as blackout 

feeders and control equipment for diesel generating stations and substations.  Others 

included SIP-3 (locks fire protection), SIP-5 (bomb-proofing) and SIP-7 (emergency dams, 

see below). 

 

SIP-9 (Spillway Protection) saw a trestle barrier in front of the Gatun Spillway to proect it 

from torpedos or skip bombing. 

 

SIP-25 (Protective Nets) saw anti-torpedo nets in Canal locks and spillways, with barrel-

float nets before the chambers, and within the north chambers at the Pedro Miguel and 

Miraflores Locks.  These did slow Canal transits and, shortly after the German surrender in 

1945, the nets were removed. 

 

Most of the SIP had only wartime use and were removed or abandoned postwar – though 

a few had a longer life.  However, most interfered with the efficenct use of the Canal and 

had to be removed. 

 

Due to the vulnerability of the original emergency dams at Gatun, Pedro Miguel and the 

Miraflores Locks, SIP-7 provided for underground cofferdams at the upper end of the 

 
265  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Gatun and Pedro Miguel Locks and could could be raised to hold back the waters of Gatun 

Lake.  Unlike most other wartime SIP, these proved of continue duse to maintain a safe 

water level and when the original SIP-7 was scrapped in 1953, they were reclassified from 

being “defense installtions” to become “emergency spillways” and were only finally 

abandoned in November 1980.  The SIP-7 work cost $20.5 million and were completed in 

the early 1940s. 

 

Other specil items which also continued in postwar use included, for example, the gate-

lifting pontoons and the 90-ton derrick crane included under SIP-10 (Emergency Repair 

Equipment) were maintained in storage of in use.  A salvage station and 2 fuel oil cleaning 

and recovery barges (SIP-42 Marine Salvage) were maintained by the Canal’s Mechanical 

Division.  Some of the armour plating to bombproof  lock machinery rooms and ventilating 

shafts, supported by grill beams, was only gradually removed in the years up to 1990. 

 

Camp Randolph, and later Camp Coiner, was the hub of construction activities during the 

expansion of defence facilities. 

 

Many access roads were built, and were essential.  In early 1942, there were few roads in 

jungle areas, and the road from Gatun Locks to Fort Sherman was then only in the 

planning stage.  This was only completed in July 1943, with a timber bridge over the old 

French canal.  At Paraiso Hill an inclined railway was built to allow the engineers to build 

an anti-aircraft weapon position on the top of the hill, as this was considered a startegic 

position266.  

 
266  However, it was considered unsafe for troops, who had to walk up the hill. 
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BLACKOUTS AND AIR RAID PRECAUTIONS 

 

Alert procedures were practised from 1939 until war actually broke out in 1941.  The 

Governor was responsible for training civilian personel and a director of Civil Defense had 

been appointed, but no firm plans had been made by the time of the Pearl Harbor attack.   

The lack of air raid shelters was also seen as a serious problem. 

 

The Canal Zone fire department was augmented by an additional 30 trailer pumps and 

separate volunteer fire companies were organised to use them267. 

 

Information was circulated in Civil Defense Bulletins, and the first was issued on 12 

December 1941, with the first Warden Bulletin on 18 December – 20 editions eventually 

being published by July 1945. 

 

 
267  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Experimentation led to shades being fitted to the essential navigation lights along the 

Canal which made them invisible to aircraft above 700 feet (213 metres). 

 

From 19 May 1942, a new alert system was introduced, with revised alert and blackout 

instructions – 

• A normal blackout had lights shielded from 2300 to 0545 (1830 to 0545 from 7 

December 1941)268; 

• An “alert” blackout would be ordered when an attack was imminent, with all lights 

shielded in the hours of darkness; and 

• A complete blackout was to be in place when the siren sounded, with all outside 

lights extinguished and all inside lights shields or put out. 

 

Due to non-compliance during practice alerts, from 1 September 1942 the Canal Zone 

Police were authorised to arrest offenders. 

 

On 21 August 1944, the Commanding General issued new instructions, with unrestricted 

lighting allowed during normal periods of alert, but during a “complete” blackout no lights 

should be visible, although the power was not turned off and it was for individuals to 

ensure that lights were shielded or extinguished. 

 

SABOTAGE 

 

There are 3 factors to bear in mind when considering sabotage and the vulnerability of the 

Canal operation – 

Criticality; 

 
268  As now, being so near the equator, year-round there are around 12 hours daylight: 0600 to 1800. 
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This category would coverfacilities which are key to the operation of the Canal – locks 

(naturally), dams, electrical generating equipment, communications, logistical and 

maintenance support facilities – need guarding and security systems.269 

Vulnerability; and 

Threat. 

 

The sabotage can be local or from external sources, and could be shortlived or cause 

extended (or effectively permanent) disuse. 

 

During the war, unlike today, Panama was much less developed, with much more jungle 

along the Canal route from which surprise assaults against ships in transit could be 

launched. 

 

At least during World War 2, the international terrorist and non-state actor threat was not 

the danger that would appear from the 1960s270.  It has been argued that once the 

comprehensive security and defences were fully in place (i.e. probably not before 1942-

43) sabotage would have been a difficult proposition.  However, a trained and determined 

assault team could have always posed a threat – and perhaps the Canal’s remoteness 

from the countries that were the most serious threats in World War 2 (i.e. German and 

Japan) also lessened the risk of sabotage. 

 

Sabotage involving a ship in transit, using it (or them) as a blockship, ramming lock 

gates271, filled with explosives (or carrying mines272), or with a hidden sabotage team, was 

probably the greatest threat. 

 
269  Although the locks and other crucial facilities were not even fenced off until the late 1920s. 
270  A 1981 novel, Panama, Panama, featured a terrorist plot involving explosives attached to a ship in the 
Gatun Locks, which would be exploded if a ransom of $500 million was not paid. 
271  The lock gates have been accidentally rammed on a number of occasions in modern times.  In another, 
and most recent incident, in 2020, a veering ship damaged a railway bridge alongside Gatun Lake, closing 
the railroad line for several weeks. 
272  After the Libyans mined the Persian Gulf in 1984, Southern Command had concerns about a similar 
threat to the Canal. 
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That said, to date there has not been a successful sabotage attempt, during wars or 

otherwise273. 

 

THE COASTAL ARTILLERY 1941274 

 

Atlantic Sector (Panama Canal Department)275 

HQ Fort DeLesseps 1932–40  

Subordinate elements — Harbour Defences of San Cristobal, 1st Coastal Artillery, 14th 

Infantry Regiment, 61st Quartermaster Pack Troop, detachment Panama Signal Company - 

1932–40. 

Constituted on 15 April 1932 and assigned to the Panama Canal Department.  

The units of the Atlantic Sector had the responsibility for the defence of the Atlantic side 

of the Panama Canal Zone from the Gamboa Bridge north and east to the Atlantic Ocean.  

It assumed control of units previously assigned to the 19th Infantry Brigade, the Harbour 

Defences of San Cristobal, and certain support elements previously assigned to the 

inactivated Panama Canal Division.  

Inactivated on 16 February 1940 and all subordinate units reassigned to the Panama 

Mobile Force or the Panama Separate Coastal Artillery Brigade. 

 
273  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
274  US Army Order of Battle 1919–1941 Volume 2 The Arms: Cavalry, Field Artillery, and Coast Artillery, 
1919–41 by Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) Steven E Clay (Combat Studies Institute Press US Army Combined 
Arms Center, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas) 1957: https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  
275  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
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Pacific Sector (Panama Canal Department)276  

HQ Balboa 1932–40  

Subordinate elements — Harbour Defences of Balboa, 4th Coastal Artillery, 33rd Infantry 

Regiment, 1st Battalion of 2nd Field Artillery, detachment Panama Signal Company and US 

Army Mine Planter - 1932–40  

Constituted on 15 April 1932 and assigned to the Panama Canal Department. 

The units of the Pacific Sector had the responsibility for the defence of the Pacific side of 

the Panama Canal Zone from the Gamboa Bridge south and west to the Pacific Ocean.  

Assumed control of units previously assigned to the 20th Infantry Brigade, the Harbour 

Defences of Balboa, and certain support elements previously assigned to the inactivated 

Panama Canal Division.  

 
276  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf 
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Inactivated on 16 February 1940 and all subordinate units reassigned to the Panama 

Mobile Force or the Panama Separate Coastal Artillery Brigade. 

 

 

Panama Separate Coast Artillery Brigade  

Not organised 1936–39; Headquarters at Quarry Heights 1939–41. 

Subordinate elements — 72nd and 73rd Coastal Artillery Regiments 1939–41; 1st and 4th 

Coastal Artillery Regiments 1940–41.  

Constituted 1936 and allotted to the First Corps Area.  Organized at Quarry Heights on 1 

November 1939 as the Provisional Coastal Artillery Brigade.  

Redesignated Panama Separate Coastal Artillery Brigade on 16 February 1940.  

Redesignated Panama Coastal Artillery Command 1 September 1941. Subordinate 

elements transferred to the newly activated Atlantic and Pacific Coastal Artillery Brigades.  
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ORIGINAL COASTAL ARTILLERY BATTERIES OF WORLD WAR 1277 
 

278 
 

 
277  Maps and numerous illustrations of the fortifications can be found at: 
https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  
278  https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  

https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
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279 
  

 
279  https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  

https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
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HOW THE COASTAL ARTILLERY GUNS WERE AIMED280 
 

 
 

280  https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  

https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
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Chapter 7 

BARRAGE BALLOONS 

 

Until the start of the war in Europe, the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) had received little 

support for the use of barrage balloons for defence against hostile aircraft.  This was 

despite the French, British, and Germans having used barrage balloons during World War 

1, and when the Army General Staff studied anti-aircraft defences in the early 192Os, 

balloons were advocated as an effective and relatively inexpensive defence for the 

Panama Canal, the Capitol in Washington, the White House, and important dry docks, 

wharves, factories, and bridges.   

 

Close up view of a Barrage 
Balloon station in the Cocoli 
Lake area, with digging and 
drilling work at the same time 
(Dredging Division Photo) 

 

The War Department 

made the USAAS (as the 

USAAC was then 

called281) responsible for development and use of barrage balloons, but the Chief of Coast 

Artillery objected.  Since the Coast Artillery controlled anti-aircraft batteries, it was 

proposed that it should also control the balloon barrage. The solution was to divide the 

responsibility, the USAAS developing equipment and the Coast Artillery controlling use.  

 

Hence, the development of US barrage balloons between the two world wars was slow 

and suffered greatly from both a lack of funding and a widespread lack of enthusiasm for 

the programme.  Only minor developments occurred between 1923 and 1939, and the 

inter-service rivalry between the USAAC and the Coastal Artillery Corps continued282.  

 
281  The US Army Air Service became the USAAC in 1926 and USAAF in 1941; the independent US Air Force 
came into being after the war in 1947. 
282  https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/  

https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/
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Following a number of experiments and tests, the Army’s Engineering Division at McCook 

Field, Ohio, gave Goodyear a contract for 3 balloons, which the USAAC and Coast Artillery 

began testing at Langley Field, Virginia in 1927.   

 

The War Department also considered barrage balloons in defence plans - the anti-aircraft 

defences of the Panama Canal, for instance, called for 74 balloons in 2 barrages, 1 at 

either end of the Canal.   

This painting shows soldiers 
preparing one for launch.  This 
scene could have been in any 
area along the Panama Canal, 
but most likely near one of the 

Locks283 

 

However, with barrage 

balloons competing with 

other things for funding, 

interest waned and the 

USAAC did not continue its 

project after it used up its balloons in tests and experiments.   

 

In 1937, a meeting organised by the Army saw the Coastal Artillery making the point that 

it thought that funds could be better used for active anti-aircraft projects, and the War 

Department General Staff expressed the same opinion, with only the USAAC 

representatives in favour of barrage balloon experiments.  All groups were, however, had 

been willing to see development continued by the USAAC, using USAAC funds, although 

only $5,000 was available284. 

 

 
283  Barrage Balloon (Oil by Alexander Brook), 1943: 
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof66.htm 
284  The US Army Barrage Balloon Program by James R. Shock (Marriam Press), 2006. 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof66.htm
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The balloon barrage had also been dropped from plans for defence of the Canal, but after 

the British and French undertook sizable barrage balloon programmes in 1937, the USAAC 

decided to use the $5,000 of its own funds to buy a single balloon for experiments.   

 

A USAAC study in 1938285 presented a strong case for further development and, in 1939, 

the 1st Balloon Squadron was formed at Fort Sill in Oklahoma.  The single balloon was sent 

to Fort Sill in March 1939 for the 1st Balloon Squadron to test and it was also sent to 

Panama to obtain data on deterioration in storage - but it took the war in Europe to move 

the War Department to further development of barrage balloons.286 

 

Finally, after a further study requested by the General Staff and in the light of experience 

from Europe, in Summer 1940 the USAAC made $50,000 available for barrage balloon 

equipment and in June 1940, Goodyear-Zeppelin was awarded a contract for the first 6 

low-altitude balloons for delivery in 1941287. 

 

In 1940, the study recommended acquiring no less than 4,400 barrage balloons, including 

200 for deployment in Panama.  An estimate of production was that 5,310 balloons could 

be produced by January 1943288. 

 

The apparent success of the use of barrage balloons at Scapa Flow and London had led to 

their proposed use over the Canal289, and in 1940, it was estimated that around 2,400 men 

would be required to operate 90 balloons in the Gatun Lake area and 110 balloons in the 

area of the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks.  

 
285  Air Corps Board Study No.40: “The Employment of Balloon Barrages”. 
286  Aviation in the US. Army, 1919-1939 by Maurer Maurer, (United States Air Force Historical Research 
Center (Office of Air Force History), 1987. 
287  The US Army Barrage Balloon Program by James R. Shock (Marriam Press), 2006 
288  Ibid. 
289  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
The 2 oil painting images were scanned from a book Soldiering In Panama by Dolores De Mena, (Command 
Historian, Headquarters, US Army South, Fort Clayton), December 1997.  Copies of these books were given 
to attendees at US Southern Command's closing ceremonies at Fort Clayton on on 30 July 1999. 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
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Another oil painting by Alexander Brook in 
1943.  This one shows the Barrage Balloons 
hovering above and around the Pedro 

Miguel Locks290 

 

 

 

On 14 March 1941, the US Army 

General Staff had reiterated the 

position that barrage balloons were to 

be in joint control of both the USAAC 

and the Coastal Artillery Corps, and these two Corps began to coordinate their efforts.  Although 

the joint command was in the process of developing barrage balloon units almost from nothing, 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor brought the barrage balloon programme to the forefront of 

attention.   

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack, for example, the Chief of the Coast Artillery ordered 

that every possible effort be made to send 3 barrage balloons battalions to the West Coast  

of the USA to protect important locations including the Bremerton Navy Yard in 

Bremerton, Washington State and the Boeing aircraft plant in Seattle – but a lack of 

equipment meant that this task could not be completed until Spring 1942291.  

 

The 301st Coast Artillery Battalion (Separate Barrage Balloon), composed of troops from 

the Barrage Balloon School, and which had been the first such battalion, was activated in 

June 1941 (originally as a demonstration unit and model for future units), and was 

despatched to Panama, arriving on 1 January 1942292. 

 

 
290  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
291  https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery  
292  The US Army Barrage Balloon Program by James R. Shock (Marriam Press), 2006 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery
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1942 - An airship tethered to a barge floats in the air in the Panama 
Canal Zone.  

(Photo by © CORBIS/Corbis via Getty Images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 16 December 1941, the first US Marines Corps (USMC) barrage balloon squadron, 

ZMQ-1, left Norfolk, Virginia for Fort Randolph, arriving on 23 December.  It was attached 

to the 15th Naval District under Navy control, but assigned to the Army’s Panama Anti-

Aircraft Artillery Command.  It would be replaced in September 1942 by an Army unit, the 

313th Coastal Artillery Barrage Balloon Battalion (formed from a cadre of the 301st 

Battalion)293. 

 

The Panama Barrage Balloon was first organised with the 301st Battalion (less A Battery) at 

the Pacific end of the Canal; and the A Battery, plus the US Marines Barrage Balloon 

Squadron, at the Atlantic end.  The first balloons were emplaced and flown on 4 January 

1942.  The main problem initially was the shortage of the necessary hydrogen or helium in 

Panama294. 

 

36 sites were planned for the Pacific end of the Canal, and all were operational in May 

1942, 20 at Pedro Miguel and 16 at Miraflores Locks.  By June, there were 2 rings of 

 
293  Ibid. 
294  80,000 cylinders of helium had arrived with the first balloon unit (enough for 50 balloons).  However, 
hydrogen would be produced in the Canal Zone, producing about 1 million cubic feet a month, and an 
experimental field plant, capable of producing about 60,000 cubic feet a day, had been brought to Panama 
as well and was used in the Atlantic sector. 
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balloons around the locks and a line of balloons on either side of the Canal between the 2 

sets of locks.  Latterly, there would be a total of 56 balloons in use. 

 

Balloons were sited 300 yards (274 metres) apart and could protect against a dive 

bombing attack from 5,000 feet (1,524 mtres) at a 60° dive angle. 

 

Problems were found with the high winds during the dry season, as well from a shortage 

of balloons and defective examples.  The winches first used were also found to be 

unsatisfactory, with cables breaking at about 4,000 lb (1,814 kg) pull.  The balloons also 

had to be painted with aluminium paint to reflect the heat and improve life of the fabric.   

 

In June 1943, several balloon positions had to be abandoned due to poor road contitions 

(it being the wet season) and repairs could not be undertaken due to the impending 

reduction in troop numbers.  By July 1943, there were only 30 balloons in service, due to 

resupply problems. 

 

In December 1943, as part of the general reduction in strength of the Panama Canal 

Department, all barrage balloon positions were abandoned and the unit returned to the 

US for reassignment.295 

 

In late 1943, as perceived threats diminished, both the smokescreen and barrage balloon 

programmes were abandoned296. 

 
295  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
296  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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Barrage balloons along the Canal 
 

  



161 
 

Chapter 8 

COMMISSARIES 

 

The Panama Railroad Company had 

operated commissaries during the 19th 

Century, having its beginnings in 1883 

when a small store was started in Colon to 

sell articles needed by Panama Railroad 

personnel.   

 

However, in 1905, the Governor and Chief 

Engineer of the Canal agreed to establish a 

new commissaries system to distribute 

food at cost to the labour force (then 

around 17,000 men), with the system was 

transferred to the Isthmian Canal 

Commission and eventually a Commissary 

Division was established in 1909.   

 

This $5 coupon book had 500 chits on one 
continuous folded-over page. Each chit was worth 1 
cent, and the back cover had the rules for use of 
these chits.  This example was issued on 29 March 
1945. 

 

By the late 1940s it was said that the commissaries had evolved from a very basic “pork 

and beans” beginning to a “silk stocking maturity”.  The commissaries served as grocery 

stores and general department stores for Panama Canal employees and, until 1952, 

operated on a coupon-only basis.   
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They also supplied ships passing through the Canal or calling at the ports – although sale 

to individual passengers and crew were not allowed (this, at least, was welcomed by 

Panamanian merchants). 

 

The improvement in the commissaries upset many Panamanians, especially merchants, 

and this upset was one of the factors taken into account in the 1936 renegotiation of the 

original 1903 Treaty.297 

 

The commissaries by 1939 were easily the largest and most important unit of the Canal 

Government’s Supply Department298, in 1934 turning over up to $12 million a year, with 

12 retail stores, plus wholesale warehouses, bakeries, ice cream and bottling plants, a 

coffee-roasting unit and a laundry.  In 1934 there were some 1,600 employees. 

 USN Commissary at Corozal in 1945 

 

In 1945, a new limit was imposed on Panamanian Gold Roll employees of the Canal or the 

US forces.  This limit of $100 per month for married couple, or $50 for single persons, was 

designed to supress the supply of goods from the commissaries as “contraband” into the 

Republic (as required in the 12 points annexed to the 1942 agreement on bases).  It was 

also said to be in order to “economize on the consumption of foodstuffs in keeping with 

 
297  https://www.jstor.org/stable/980448?seq=1  
298  Studies in Public Administration (Vol.1): Government-Operated Enterprises in the Panama Canal Zone by 
Marshall E Dimock(University of Chicago Press), 1934. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/980448?seq=1
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the announced policy of the United States Government and the United Nations”.299  The 

measure had already been applied to some 5,000 US citizens living in the Canal Zone but 

who were not employed by the Canal authorities. 

 

 

Commissaries by the 
late 1940s had 
developed into more 
sophisticated 
operations, as this 
postcard shows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Curundu Silver Commissary (for non-
white US), Ancon in 1940 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
299  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1945v09/d1027  

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1945v09/d1027
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During the war, the Commissary Division of the Panama Canal saw greatly increased 

volumes, in order to meet the requirements of the civilian personnel employed by the 

Army, Navy, the Canal and the Panama Railroad, as well as contractors.   

 

 

 

It soon became apparent that the open market could not supply the volumes required, 

and arrangements were therefore made to purchases essential food items from the US 

through the Quartermaster General, and from Argentina through the British Food Mission.  

However, purchases from Central and South America (including from Panama itself, of 

course) were also an important factor300. 

 Balboa Commissary 

 

 

 
300  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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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 objectives301 – 

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

and their replacement by US or locally controlled companies302;  

• 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 operations303 to begin at once in the 

event of an actual or imminently threatened hostile air attack304. 

 
301  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 
302  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 
303  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 
304  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
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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 Airways305 (including its Panagra subsidiary306), 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.   

 
305  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. 
306  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.   
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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 
America307. 
 

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 available308. 

 

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 

 
307  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof639.htm  
308  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/
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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 $550.309 

 

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

airlines seen to be subsidised by the German and Italian governments310, setting the stage 

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

struggle between the US and the Axis states311. 

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 policy312. 

 

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-

 
309  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  
310  For more information see https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
311  “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 
312  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
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controlled local airlines.  While this particular plan did not progress, it remains as an 

illustration of the moves contemplated or undertaken313. 

 

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 Colombia314) 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 

government315.  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 

Colombia316. 

 

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

owned local airline called SEDTA317 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)318 to enable it to 

 
313  Ibid. 
314   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  
315  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. 
316  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
317  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 
318  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
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set 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 1941319. 

 

In Panama itself, in Autumn 1940, an airline based in El Salvador called TACA320, 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 US321. 

 

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  
319  Ibid. 
320  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 
321  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
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the application322, 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 war323.  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 Army324. 

 

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 

 
322  And had already managed to supplant the airline in Guatemala: 
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
323  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/framework/ch10.htm 
324  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
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commercial ends, and which has nothing to do, directly or indirectly, with the use, 

operation, or protection of the Panama Canal”.325  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 services326.  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.327 

 Panagra DC.3 

 
325  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/d575  
326  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/d577  
327  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
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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 generally328.  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 US329.  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”330. 

 

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 link331.  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 

 
328  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
329  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
330  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019707.pdf 
331  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
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the attack on Pearl Harbor.332  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.333 

 

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.334 

 

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. 

 
332  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
333  Ibid. 
334  Ibid. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
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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.335 

 

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 America336.  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”337. 

 

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 

 
335  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
336  History: Latin American Division Air Routes (PAA Archives). 
337  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
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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.338 

 

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.339 

 

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 

 
338  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  
339  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


177 
 

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 circle340. 

 

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 operations341. 

 

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 45.342 

 

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 

 
340  https://www.gacetaeronautica.com/gaceta/wp-101/?p=20258 
341  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/  
342  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
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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 

1942343. 

 

The American Pan American Airways routes in the 1940s344 

 

 
343  Ibid. 
344  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
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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.345 

  

 
345  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
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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”.346 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

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

http://panamericangrace.com/2018/07/13/wartime-in-flight-information/
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 Cover of the Pan American Airways Annual Report 1944   
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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 routes347. 

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 airline348. 

 

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”.349 

 

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. 

 
347  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. 
348  https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/braniff-airways  
349  Ibid. 

https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries/braniff-airways
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Braniff DC.3 NC23665 at Dallas Love Field in 
1943350 

 

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. 

 

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

 
350  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. 
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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.351 

 

  

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 

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

World Airways Inc352 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1945 Braniff Airways poster 

 

 
352  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
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Braniff Routes in 1950. The notice was published in the newspaper Democracia of May 31, 1950  
(Pablo Luciano Potenze collection).353 

 

 
353  https://www.gacetaeronautica.com/gaceta/wp-101/?p=20258  

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 Salvador354. 

 

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. 

 
354  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
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Single-engine Bellanca and For Trimotor of TACA Airlines, c.1935355 

 

  

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

http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/scitech/impacto/graphic/aviation/graphic_companies3.html
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Chapter 10 

HOLLYWOOD AND POPULAR ENTERTAINMENT AND THE CANAL 

 

 
 

“Fu Manchu and the Panama Canal” - Fu Manchu was a mysterious Oriental villain in a 

series of books by Sax Rohmer (and played in later films by Christopher Lee).  In this story, 

set in the lead-up to World War 2, Fu Manchu was involved in a plot involving voodoo and 

submarine bases in the Canal approaches.  It transpired eventually (it was a 12-part serial) 

that Fu Manchu had submarines of his own and planned an attack on the US using the war 

as cover.  The serial was later turned into a book and published in 1941356. 

 

 
 

 
356  https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta 
and https://www.blackgate.com/2014/03/07/blogging-sax-rohmers-the-island-of-fu-manchu-part-one  
The Island of Fu Manchu  by Sax Rohmer (Doubleday, Doran & Company), 1941. 

https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta
https://www.blackgate.com/2014/03/07/blogging-sax-rohmers-the-island-of-fu-manchu-part-one/
https://www.blackgate.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Pan10-1A.jpg
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In 1940, “Charlie Chan in Panama” saw the famous Honolulu 

detective attempt to foil an Axis spy ring intended to blow 

up the Canal.  The plot fits in with the fears of wartime 

sabotage, and the film shows that photography wass 

prohibited in the Canal Zone357, and suspected enemy 

agents were indeed regularly arrested between 1939 and 

1945.  The remastered film is available free online and is an 

interesting museum piece358. 

 

 

Even more scaremongering.  This 1945 movie was based on a 1943 

bestseller of the same name by Alan Hynd, and in it Japanese spies 

seek the secret of the Canal. The story involved the takeover of the 

US West Coast by Japanese spies and Japanese-Americans359.  The 

story involved the takeover of the US West Coast by Japanese 

spies and Japanese-Americans360. 

 
"Across the Pacific" was a 1942 film, based 

upon Robert Carson's 1941 multi-part serial 

"Aloha Means Good-Bye".  It was directed 

by the legendary John Huston, with a script 

attributed to Richard Macaulay.  Starring 

Humphrey Bogart, Mary Astor and Sydney 

Greenstreet, it was originally to be about a 

Japanese plot to blow up Pearl Harbor, but 

filming has just begun in December 1941 when the Japanese actually did attack - so the 

 
357  Possession of cameras and photography from ships in Canal Zone – under Executive Order of 25 March 
1940, amending EO 8234 of 5 September 1939. 
358  https://medium.com/nc-stories-of-service/wwii-sabotage-manual-ea9202d0442b  
359  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt 
360  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt 

https://medium.com/nc-stories-of-service/wwii-sabotage-manual-ea9202d0442b
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037538/reviews?ref_=tt_ov_rt
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target was changed from Pearl Harbor to the Panama Canal and hence the film and its cast 

never actually got "across the Pacific".  Humphrey Bogart played an agent preventing the 

Nazi spy named Dr Lorenz (Sydney Greenstreet) in the pay of the Japanese from blowing up 

the Panama Canal, and a beautiful woman (Mary Astor) all meeting on board a Japanese ship 

passing through the Canal361. 

  

An ambitious newspaper woman traces bank robbers to an 

ocean liner travelling from New York to Los Angeles via the 

Canal362. 

 

 

 

 

 

A conceited, reckless society playboy, Harley Ames, 

arrives at Ginger Bar, a former banana-shipping 

depot on the edge of the Panama Canal, that has 

been converted to a training-and-relay station for 

US Army bombers being flown back-and-forth to 

Africa for further training of the pilots. Although he 

is a capable pilot, Ames immediately incurs the 

enmity of the training-officer, "Hardtack" Hamilton, 

because he is reckless and also because he is making 

a play for Susan Merril, the field-commander's 

daughter with whom "Tack" is in love. Because of a 

broken date by Susan, Ames gets drunk and, the 

next day, crashes his ship on combat training killing 

another pilot in the process. Now, he must redeem 

himself. Maybe he'd get a chance if "Tack" and 

another pilot would have a crash in the jungle.363 

 

 
361  https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02684520600620732 
362  https://www.tcm.com/tcmdb/title/468/torchy-blane-in-panama#overview 
363  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0034572/plotsummary?ref_=tt_ov_pl  

https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02684520600620732
https://www.tcm.com/tcmdb/title/468/torchy-blane-in-panama#overview
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0034572/plotsummary?ref_=tt_ov_pl
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Chapter 11 

THE NAVY 

 

Note:  Separate Chapters will detail some of the vessels assigned for local defence and 

patrol duties, the PT Boats and the Coco Solo base and its submarines. 

 

It remains one of the apparent peculiarities of the operation and defence of the Panama 

Canal that its defence until after the war rested almost entirely on the Army (and the 

Army’s Air Corps or Air Force)364.  Even its intelligence operations (see the Chapter on 

intelligence and espionage) in the region were secondary to that of the Army, and while it 

had a limited number of functions in respect of protection of the harbours and the Canal, 

even its air patrol operations had to be supplemented by Army aircraft for sizeable 

portions of the war. 

 

As we have seen, until the passage of the Two Ocean Navy Act 1940365 and particularly 

after the Fall of France, the ability of the US fleet to move between the Atlantic and 

Pacific, and vice versa, was to remain a fundamental aspect of the plan for the protection 

of the Continental USA.   

 

In fact, World War 2 was to demonstrate that the strategic necessity for the US to rely on 

fleets on both the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans, thus diminishing the vital role of the Canal.  

The postwar environment, and the advent of nuclear weapons, were also to later change 

the calculations and to lessen the perceived strategic value of the Canal, at least from a 

 
364  This is particularly the case when the original defences, built around the time of World War 1, almost 
entirely focused on a naval attack.  But then the situation was no different than in the Continental USA, with 
US law specifying that it was the Army that had responsibility for seacoast defences. 
365 The costliest naval procurement Bill in US history to then, it increased the size of the US Navy by 70% by 
adding 257 ships.  Problems in accommodating new, larger warships is illustrated by the fact that, during 
WW2, the Essex-Class aircraft carriers, built from 1941, could only just pass through the Canal if the lamp 
posts lining the locks were removed.   
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naval perspective.  A later Chapter will consider postwar revisions of the view of the 

importance of the Canal to US strategic commitments. 

 

 Coco Solo Naval Station in 1941366 

 

 

 

 

In any case, as explained in an 

earlier Chapter, the defences 

of the Canal, though 

elaborate, were outmoded - 

most of them having been designed and built in the days before the aeroplane became an 

important weapon and, for many years it had been apparent that the Canal was more 

vulnerable to air attack than to naval bombardment367. 

 

As explained in the Chapter on defences, the original defences of the Canal were, of 

course, constructed to protect against a naval attack, and/or an associated landing of 

troops368. 

 

As we have seen, a joint Army/Navy plan drawn up in 1935 assigned defensive roles 

between Army, Navy, and the Panama Canal Administration as follows – 

• Army – to defend the Canal from sabotage and hostile attacks; 

• Navy – to patrol the coastal zone and control and protect shipping therein; and 

• Panama Canal Administration – to protect, operate and maintain the canal, its 

adjuncts and appurtenances to ensure continuous service at the required levels369. 

 
366  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Coco_Solo?file=NS_Coco_Solo_Panama_1941_NAN7-64.jpg 
367  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
368  The original defences were drawn up by the Panama Fortifications Board, itself set up by a Army-Navy 
Joint Board, which made its recommendations in 1910 and proposed a total of 42 large-calibre guns and 
mortars manned by 12 coastal artillery companies. 
369  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Coco_Solo?file=NS_Coco_Solo_Panama_1941_NAN7-64.jpg
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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As far as the US Navy was concerned, aside 

from its presence in the Canal Zone, and a radio 

station at San Juan, Puerto Rico, its shore 

establishments in the Caribbean in 1939 were 

confined to just Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and a 

small area on the island of St. Thomas in the US 

Virgin Islands370. 

 

S Naval Air Station Coco Solo 1937371 

 

15th NAVAL DISTRICT -   The 15th Naval District, headquartered at Balboa in the Canal 

Zone, was established on 28 November 1917 by an executive 

order dated 27 August 1917 and encompassed "the waters 

adjacent to the Canal Zone exclusive of the area between the 

inner limits of the defensive sea areas established at the 

Atlantic Entrance and the Pacific Entrance of the Panama 

Canal".  

 

 A Naval District was a shore-based command and administrative 

centre and was headed by a Commandant.372 

In 1945, the district consisted of the Panama Canal Zone and its 

immediate waters.   

 
370  Building the Navy's Bases in World War II, History of the Bureau of Yards and Docks and the Civil Engineer 
Corps 1940-1946 (Volume II), United States Government Printing Office, Washington, 1947: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
371 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-113000/NH-113055.html  
372  The system of Naval Districts was ended in 1999, by which time the US Navy had vacated the Canal Zone. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-113000/NH-113055.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-113000/NH-113055.html
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It was disestablished on 31 December 1975, and its 

responsibilities were transferred to the Panama Canal US Naval 

Station373. 

 

Wartime commanders – 

1937-39 Rear Admiral Walter N Vernou 4 Sept 1937 

1939-42 Rear Admiral Frank H Sadler  10 Aug 1939 

1942-43 Rear Admiral Clifford E Van Hook 15 April 1942 

1943-44 Rear Admiral Harold C Train  14 Oct 1943 

1944  Captain Ellis S Stone   10 June 1944 

1944-45 Rear Admiral Howard F Kingman 3 Nov 1944 

1945  Captain Schuyler Mills   9 July 1945 

1945-46 Rear Admiral John R Beardall  23 August 1945 

For details of the naval intelligence work of the District, see the 

Chapter on intelligence and espionage. 

 

15th Naval District 
headquarters in 1941374 

 
373  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/research-guides/lists-of-senior-officers-and-civilian-
officials-of-the-us-navy/district-commanders/fifteenth-naval-district.html  
374  When the Southern Command Navy component relocated to Rodman Naval Station, the building (named 
Bryan Hall) was used by Directorates of the Southern Command until December 1997. The building went on 
the become the Panamanian Interoceanic Region Authority (ARI) offices; ARI having been created in 1993 to 
organise, plan, manage, market and dispose of all US military and naval properties transferred to Panama: 
http://william_ormsbee.tripod.com/Pages/military_p67.html 
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?q=Photograph:%20cz0003&fi=number&op=PHRASE&va=exact&co%2
0=hh&st=gallery&sg%20=%20true  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/research-guides/lists-of-senior-officers-and-civilian-officials-of-the-us-navy/district-commanders/fifteenth-naval-district.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/research-guides/lists-of-senior-officers-and-civilian-officials-of-the-us-navy/district-commanders/fifteenth-naval-district.html
http://william_ormsbee.tripod.com/Pages/military_p67.html
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?q=Photograph:%20cz0003&fi=number&op=PHRASE&va=exact&co%20=hh&st=gallery&sg%20=%20true
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?q=Photograph:%20cz0003&fi=number&op=PHRASE&va=exact&co%20=hh&st=gallery&sg%20=%20true
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15th Naval District headquarters housing c.1941 

 

In 1939, in the Canal Zone, there were several Naval shore establishments, some of which 

were directly linked to defence of the Canal and Canal Zone.  The Navy maintained a naval 

air station for patrol aircraft and submarine base at Coco Solo (aka Upham Naval Air 

Station, as the translation of “one coconut” was seen as unflattering) - the site had been 

originally established as a Naval Air Station in 1918 for flying-boats375 376. 

 

A review by the Hepburn Board377 (see below) had recommended an increase in the air 

facilities sufficient to accommodate no less than 7 squadrons of patrol aircraft, with a 

supporting industrial establishment capable of complete engine overhaul, and the 

establishment of a further naval station at Balboa, on the Pacific end of the Canal, to 

support submarines, destroyers, and smaller craft.   

 
375  The initial improvements in 1940 included enlarging the submarine and air facilities at Coco Solo.  The 
site is now part of 2 large container terminals. 
376  A separate Chapter will take a closer look at Coco Solo, and at its submarines. 
377  This Board was established in 1938 and reviewed America's national defence structure during the 
deteriorating international situation. The "Hepburn Board Report" was the basis for the massive Shore 
Establishment expansion that took place prior to World War 2.  The Report was published in December 
1938. 
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Congress approved the base programme as recommended in May 1939, and partial 

financing was provided in the 1940 Appropriation Bill.  Development of the bases 

recommended by the Hepburn Board (see below) began immediately, and early contracts 

were awarded in June and July for work in the Canal Zone378. 

 

In addition to the air station and submarine base at Coco Solo near Colon, in 1939-40 the 

US Navy also maintained a radio station at Gatun and a small section base at Cristobal.  On 

the Pacific side, at Balboa, were located the administrative headquarters of the 15th Naval 

District and, directly across the Canal, on the west bank, an ammunition depot.  Another 

radio station, located at Summit, about one third of the distance from Balboa to Coco 

Solo, and a half a dozen fuel tanks at either end of the Canal, and a few minor installations 

completed the list.  For fuelling and ship repairs, the Navy was entirely dependent on the 

industrial plant owned and operated by the Canal authorities, and these facilities centred 

around a battleship graving dock at Balboa and a small dock, 390-feet long, at Cristobal on 

the Atlantic end of the Canal379.  A half-dozen fuel tanks at either end of the Canal and a 

few other minor installations completed the list of naval assets.   

 

In the late 1930s, naval defence of the Panama Canal, regarded as the focal point of US 

traffic between the Atlantic and Pacific and South America, was, on the Atlantic side, seen 

as being primarily a matter of controlling the approaches to the Gulf of Mexico through 

the Florida Straits and the approaches to the Caribbean through the Yucatan Channel and 

the navigable passes of the Antilles380.  As mentioned elsewhere, providing for the 

adequate defence of the Canal from the Pacific presented a far more difficult problem, 

with there being no potential sites for air bases outside of Panama which could be secured 

 
378  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
379  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
380  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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by lease or treaty, with only Costa Rica’s Cocos Island and the Galapagos Islands 

presenting possibilities381. 

 

In 1922, the bulk of the Navy’s Atlantic Fleet was transferred to the Pacific, and what 

remained in the Atlantic Fleet became redesignated as the Scouting Fleet (1922–1937) 

and then the Fleet Training Detachment in 1937382. 

 

From the 1920s, the US Navy had based a squadron at the Canal Zone, the Special Service 

Squadron, based in the Panama Canal Zone and created in 1920.  It had been created at 

the request of the State Department), which had believed that the presence of US 

“gunboats” would provide the it with leverage in its dealings with Latin American states 

and discourage unrest in the region.  The Navy, however, had not wanted to weaken its 

primary fleet, so it assigned only a few of its oldest vessels to the Squadron, which 

continued the traditional naval mission of cruising in Central and South America until it 

was disbanded in 1940.383 

 

For immediate defence of the Canal approaches, there were 2 minefields containing sea 

mines and forming part of the Harbor Defense Commands, on either coast, one based on 

Cristobal and the other on Balboa384.  Chapter 18 deals with the minefields, which were 

controlled by the Army. 

 

The defensive mines deployed in the sea approaches caused problems, with accidental 

firing being occasioned by anchored mines exploding after being struck by large fish, by 

parts from a sunken vessel offshore or other debris, and even heavy seas which could 

 
381  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
382  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
383  Ibid.  See also The Special Service Squadron and the Caribbean Region 1920–1940: A Case Study in Naval 
Diplomacy by Donald A Yerxa (Naval War College Review, Vol.39, No.4, Autumn 1986). 
384  Termed the Harbor Defenses of Cristobal and Harbor Defenses of Balboa.  Following the war, all such 
minefields, as well as the remaining coastal artillery were disarmed and disestablished in 1950: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harbor_Defense_Command 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harbor_Defense_Command
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cause them to explode.  A Canal tugboat was also sunk by a mine when transiting an area 

that had been declared safe. 

 

As well the guns and sea mines, there were also anti-submarine nets and anti-torpedo 

nets deployed to protect the locks against attack using aerial torpedoes.  Additional 

defences were designed to cope with the threat of attack by small, torpedo-armed boats – 

with searchlights and deployed field guns (see below for more on these defences).    

 

As detailed in the Chapter on Coco Solo, the Navy’s submarine presence in Panama was in 

the form of the Coco Solo submarine base385, which had been established in 1918 at the 

Atlantic end of the Canal near Colon386.  It had seen 5 submarines based there during 

World War 1 and, at the time of Pearl Harbor, there were 3 “V Boat” submarines stationed 

at the base387 388.   

 

The US Navy began to strengthen and enlarge its installations in the Canal Zone during the 

Summer of 1940.  As already mentioned, the Hepburn Board recommendations saw early 

contracts aimed chiefly at enlarging the air station and submarine base at Coco Solo and 

constructing housing and a new office building at Balboa for the administrative offices of 

the 15th Naval District (see photo below).  However, the scope of the contracts was 

enlarged considerably during the immediate pre-Pearl Harbor period, as defence plans for 

the Canal were broadened and new installations authorised; and by the time of the 

declaration of war, several entirely new activities were well underway, with work 

 
385  Incidentally, the birthplace of Senator John McCain, who was born in 1936 at the Navy hospital at the 
Coco Solo Naval Air Station. 
386  The Coco Solo Naval Base was deactivated in 1957, although where the submarine base had been 
handed over to Panama in 1979.  The last part of the larger Coco Solo complex was turned over to the 
Panamanian Government in 1982. 
387  USS Barracuda, USS Bass and USS Bonita (the former V-1, V-2 and V-3) had been launched in 1924-25, 
and were decommissioned in 1937, only to be recommissioned because of the threat of war in 1940 and 
assigned to Coco Solo.  They were used to make (uneventful) war patrols from there. 
388  The initial improvements in 1940 included enlarging the submarine and air facilities at Coco Solo.  The 
site is now part of 2 large container terminals. 
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concentrated in the Coco Solo area and on a new tract of land on the west bank of the 

Canal, directly across from Balboa389. 

 

As explained, for fuelling and ship repairs, the Navy was entirely dependent on the 

industrial plant owned and operated by the Panama Canal.  These involved a battleship 

graving dock at Balboa and a small dock at Cristobal on the Atlantic end of the Canal390. 

 

As part of the Navy expansion plans in 1940, there was greatly increased housing, and 

associated facilities, which included 2 new hospitals, one at either end of the Canal and for 

Navy personnel391.  It also included, as one might expect, increased ammunition storage, 

including a doubling of size of the naval magazine at Coco Solo (which had only been 

completed in 1937)392. 

 

Following the recommendations of the Hepburn Board, initially work was undertaken 

under 2 fixed-fee contracts, awarded in June and July, and devoted primarily to enlarging 

the air station and submarine base at Coco Solo and constructing housing and a new office 

building at Balboa for the administrative offices of the 15th Naval District.  The scope of 

each contract was enlarged considerably during the pre-war period, as defence plans for 

the Canal Zone as a whole were broadened and new installations authorised.  When war 

was declared, several entirely new activities were well underway, with work concentrated 

in the Coco Solo area and on a new tract of land on the west bank of the Canal, directly 

across from Balboa.  Summer 1941 also saw the start of work on the development of a 

new naval operating base on the west bank at Balboa which, with further expansion 

impossible along the congested eastern waterfront, became the centre of major war 

construction effort in the Canal Zone393. 

 
389  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
390  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-
the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html 
391  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
392  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
393  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html


201 
 

 

The war years of 1942-1944 would see an enormous increase in construction activity, with 

the major effort being concentrated in 3 categories; fuel storage, ship-repair facilities, and 

the development of several advance bases to support distant air patrols394. The Gatun 

tank farm on the Atlantic side, and the Arraijan farm, on the Pacific395, were started in 

February 1942, and a multiple pipeline connecting them, completed in 1943. 

 

Workers pull a rope in the Balboa Dry Docks with the ship Reina del Pacifico in the background 

 

1942 also saw work started on a second and third graving dock at Balboa, a bombproof 

command centre, additional housing in the District headquarters area, additional frame 

warehouses at the supply depot, 2 new marine railways, adjacent to the existing drydock 

at Cristobal, enlarged ammunition depots at Coco Solo and Balboa, as well as enlarging 

the facilities at the Coco Solo submarine base and air station and the Balboa operating 

base.396 

 
The peak of construction activity was reached in Summer 1943, and 3 of the 4 major contracts were 
terminated during the Autumn, followed in April 1944 by several smaller lump-sum contracts were awarded 
for minor additions and improvements and to cater for ongoing needs. 
394  See the Chapter on the advance bases. 
395  See the Chapter on the Trans-Panama pipeline etc. 
396  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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The US Navy command for Panama was the 15th Naval District (see above - which was to 

come under the 10th Fleet command for the Caribbean region, which encompassed most 

of the Caribbean including the northern coast of South America397.), the Commandant of 

which controlled not just naval activities in the Canal Zone, but also served as Commander 

of the Panama Sea Frontier, responsible for the defence of the approaches to the Canal 

and for naval shore facilities in the Central American region.  The headquarters were at 

Balboa398. 

 

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

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

down to a point at 5° of latitude on the coast of South America.  On the other side, it 

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

the north coast of South America, and around 90 miles west of Aruba.  In doing so, the 

Panama Sea Frontier encompassed the coastlines of British Honduras, Guatemala, 

Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama and Colombia. 

 

However, as war approached the US Navy in Panama was not much better equipped than 

the USAAC.  At the time of the attack on 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.   

 

A Joint Operations Center was established on 17 December 1941, with an Air Task Force 

added on 22 December, under the Commanding General of the Sixth Bomber Command.  

The Air Task Force was to include all USAAC bombers in the Panama sector, plus all US 

Navy patrol bombers in the Panama Naval Frontier, for the purpose of aerial patrol and 

 
397  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
398  https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-
administrative-histories-wwii.html#122  

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-administrative-histories-wwii.html#122
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/library/research-guides/guide-us-naval-administrative-histories-wwii.html#122
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reconnaissance and to attack any force detected in either the Atlantic or Pacific 

approaches.   

 

This initially left the Caribbean areas largely to naval forces, as both USAAC and Navy 

aviation operations were concentrated on the Pacific approaches, which were thought 

more potentially vulnerable.  Indeed, the Army was convinced that the greater danger 

came from the Pacific and thus there was a need to concentrate forces on that side.  

However, the Navy considered the submarine threat on the Atlantic approaches and 

Caribbean sea routes to be greater.399 

 

 
 
The 15th Naval District Headquarters in 
Balboa in 1941400 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

110 NAVAL VESSELS THROUGH THE CANAL IN 48 HOURS 

 

In 1934, the US Fleet Commander, Admiral David Foot Sellers, decided to try to surpass 

the estimated maximum for passing naval vessels through the Canal – said to be 48 ships 

during a 24-hour period.  Canal Operations managed to pass 110 ships through in 48 

hours, moving from the Pacific to the Atlantic.  At the same time, a fuller test of the 

capabilities of the Canal in an emergency situation was undertaken.  All military personnel 

in the Canal Zone were mobilised and wartime regulations were put into effect, with no 

 
399  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
400   https://nbaersplayground.com/ldorr/15thND.html 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://nbaersplayground.com/ldorr/15thND.html
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civilians allowed near the Locks – with all Canal facilities readied for the unprecedented 

mass movement401.  

 

THE VINSON BILL AND THE HEPBURN AND GREENSLADE BOARD REPORTS 

 

A board set up by the US Navy, which became known as the Hepburn Board, made an 

exhaustive survey of the strategic needs in connection with the naval defence of the US 

and of the existing facilities for meeting those needs.  

 

Its report was submitted to Congress on 27 December 1938 and recommended the 

establishment of new air bases and the expansion of existing bases to provide 3 major air 

bases on each coast, 1 in the Canal Zone, and 1 in Hawaii; with outlying operating bases in 

the West Indies, Alaska, and our Pacific islands possessions.  

 

The Board also recommended that the naval air training station at Pensacola be greatly 

enlarged and that possibly an additional air training station be established at Corpus 

Christi, Texas; new submarine bases be established in Alaska and the mid-Pacific area, and 

several existing stations be improved or retained.  

 

Some additional facilities were suggested for the existing destroyer bases at Philadelphia 

and San Diego.  No new mine bases were considered necessary, but certain deficiencies 

were noted in existing bases.  

 

In February 1939, a report from the House Naval Affairs Committee said that – 

“Present emphasis upon creation of additional air bases results from the need of 

making adequate provision of such facilities to match the increased importance of 

the air arm of naval defense. At a time when virtually all components of the navy 

are undergoing expansion, it is especially important to repair deficiencies in air-

 
401  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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base facilities to insure the operation at maximum efficiency not only of the 

expanded air force but of the naval combat force as a whole.”402 

 

A general priority schedule was established, based on the necessity for providing facilities 

when the ships and aircraft authorised by the Vinson Bill (which provided for an increase 

of 20% in ships and an increase of the Navy's aircraft strength to 3,000 planes) would be 

completed.  In addition, there was a list of projects, considered to be of immediate 

strategic importance, which should be undertaken at the earliest practicable date – none 

of which impacted the Canal Zone. 

 

Shortly after, in the first major expansion of the US Navy since World War 1, and being 

authorised just 2 months after Hitler overran Austria, the Vinson Bill of May 1938 

provided for an increase of 20% in the number of ships and an increase of the Navy's 

aircraft strength to 3,000 aircraft.  

 

Prior to this, in 1934, with the passage of the Vinson-Trammell Act to build the fleet up to 

the limits allowed under the Washington and London Treaties, a Board was established 

which set out the general priorities to govern future development of naval installations.  

The US West Coast, Canal Zone, Hawaiian Islands, the Philippine Islands and Guam were 

given the highest "A" classification. 

 

During the war, another board was set up, the Greenslade Board, which requested plans 

from the various bureaux and offices of the Navy Department and considered this 

material from the standpoint of the naval requirements upon the completion of the 81% 

increase in the Navy planned by 1946, following passage of the Two Oceans Act of 1940 

and the strategic defence of the Western Hemisphere and western Pacific.  This Board was 

given the specific task of recommending sites and facilities for the bases that had been 

acquired in British possessions as a result of the agreement of September 1940. The 

 
402  https://library.cqpress.com/cqresearcher/document.php?id=cqresrre1939021600  

https://library.cqpress.com/cqresearcher/document.php?id=cqresrre1939021600
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report was submitted on 15 November 1940 and proposed facilities that would cost a 

total of $315 million. 

 

In the report, the Canal Zone had the role of a “subsidiary operating base”. 

 

An important difference in strategic planning between this report and the report of the 

Hepburn Board were that the Greenslade Board proposed a more definite extension of 

the US Pacific frontier to the Philippines and urged that arrangements be made for the use 

of the British base at Singapore by US forces and the acquisition of a base in Trinidad to 

extend southward the range of any fleet operation in the enlarged concept of hemisphere 

defence.  It should also be noted that, at the time of the latter report, there was a real 

possibility that the Axis powers would seize French North Africa and establish themselves 

at Dakar. 

 

Notwithstanding its description in the later Greenslade Board report as a “subsidiary 

operating base”, the Canal Zone had been one area highlighted for authorised expansion 

and improvements of naval facilities during the 1930s, in the recommendations following 

the Vinson-Trammell Act of 1934 and in the Hepburn Board report of 1938. 403 

 

THE TWO OCEAN ACT 

 

The Two-Ocean Navy Act of 1940 (aka the Seventy-Percent Act, the Vinson-Walsh Act or 

the Second Naval Expansion Act404) was one of the largest procurement bills in the history 

 
403  www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-1.html  
404  The first had been the Vinson-Trammell Act of 1934 (aka the Naval Expansion Act), which provided the 
first major expansion since World War 1.  This had added 65 destroyers, 30 submarines, 1 aircraft carrier 
and 1,184 naval aircraft.  There had also been the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) of the mid-1930s, 
which saw $237 million set aside to construct warships to help improve the economy with increased 
employment.  The Navy responded by contracting to build 20 destroyers, 4 submarines, 4 light cruisers and 
2 aircraft carriers.  The Naval Expansion Act 1938 added to the inventory with $1 billion for a dirigible, 2 light 
cruisers, 1 aircraft carrier, 1 large and 2 smaller seaplane tenders, minelayers, minesweepers, 2 oil tankers, 2 
fleet tugs, and an indefinite number of speedy, experimental torpedo boats (which became the wartime PT 
boats).  The Naval Expansion Act of June 1940, aka the Eleven Percent Act increased the Navy’s warship fleet 

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-1.html
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of the US Navy.  It increased by 70% the Navy’s size for combat tonnage at a cost of $4 

billion.  It also set into motion a strategy that is still relevant today – basing US fleets in 

both the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. 

 

The Bill was introduced in June 1940 by Representative Carl Vinson, and provided for 200 

combatant and 20 auxiliary ships. While in his testimony to Congress the Chief of Naval 

Operations, Admiral Stark, did not provide numbers, he was expecting this increase would 

furnish his service with an additional 7 battleships, 18 aircraft carriers, 27 cruisers, 115 

destroyers and 43 submarines, and to maintain or purchase up to 15,000 “useful” naval 

aircraft. 

 

The increase would allow the US Navy to engage in offensive action against an enemy 

navy in one ocean while carrying out successful defensive operations against an opposing 

navy in another ocean.  It would be the first time the Navy’s warship numbers would rise 

above the limitations placed on it by the Washington Treaty of 1922 and end years of a 

declining naval fleet405. 

 

The Two Ocean Act authorised – 

• 2 Iowa Class battleships (these would be subsequently cancelled) 

• 5 Montana Class battleships 

• 6 Alaska Class cruisers 

• 18 aircraft carriers 

• 27 cruisers 

• 115 destroyers 

• 43 submarines 

 
by 11%, concentrating mostly on aircraft carriers, submarines and cruisers: 
https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-
came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/  
405  https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-
act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/  
  

https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/
https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/
https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/
https://usnhistory.navylive.dodlive.mil/2014/07/19/as-war-in-europe-escalated-1940-naval-expansion-act-came-when-platformsmatter-ed-most/
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• 15,000 aircraft 

• The conversion of 100,000 tons of auxiliary ships 

• $50 million for patrol, escort and other vessels 

• $150 million for essential equipment and facilities 

• $65 million for the manufacture of ordnance material or munitions 

• $35 million for the expansion of facilities 

 

THE USN/USAAF AGREEMENT OVER LAND-BASED PATROL AIRCRAFT 

Before World War 2, the US Congress had mandated that the US Navy was not 

permitted to operate land-based combat aircraft.  During the war, however, these 

rules were gradually modified, as the Navy sought greater control over all aspects 

of naval warfare, and the Army needed all its units for combat operations in Europe 

and the Pacific.   

In August 1943, the US Army and US Navy came to an agreement, and in mid-1943, 

the Army agreed to turn over all anti-submarine operations to the Navy. 

US Navy 15th Naval District Shore Patrol Badge 
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The heavy cruiser USS Vincennes (CA-44) 
passing through the Panama Canal on 6 
January 1938, while en route to join the 
Pacific Fleet.  

Note the crewmen on her deck, watching the 
airplane from which the photograph was 
taken  

(Naval History and Heritage Command). 
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Map said show the defences on 2 January 1943 

Overhead 
view of a PBY 
Catalina on its 
take-off run, 
Panama Canal 
Zone, 1939.  

Source US 

Navy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BLIMPS v U-BOATS 

 

While a slow-moving blimp might be a good observation platform to spot U-boats, it 

hardly seems a practical weapon to use in an attack on one.  Nevertheless, there are 2 

recorded instances of US Navy blimps based in the US making such an attack – 

• The depth charge attack made by US Navy blimp K-6 on the surfacing U-94 in 

March 1942 was the first air anti-submarine warfare action on the US coast, after 

which the U-boat reportedly turned for home; and 

• When U-134 was intending to target shipping between Florida and Cuba it was 

challenged by the attack of US Navy blimp K-74 over the Florida Straits in July 

1943.  It is the only documented instance of battle between 2 such combatants in 

history.406 

 
406 https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/46950164.pdf  

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/46950164.pdf
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A blimp – a US Navy Airship on convoy 
duty in the Western Atlantic.  Note the 
flag flying from the blimp's stern407 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pilot’s manual for US Navy K-Type Airships408   

 
407 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-428000/80-G-428465.html  
408 https://www.faa.gov/regulations_policies/handbooks_manuals/aviation/media/airship_pilot_manual.pdf  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-428000/80-G-428465.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-428000/80-G-428465.html
https://www.faa.gov/regulations_policies/handbooks_manuals/aviation/media/airship_pilot_manual.pdf
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The K-Type airships were produced by Goodyear. 

 

The K-ship was used as the standard patrol type for anti-submarine duties in the Atlantic 

and Pacific fleets during WW2.   They were the backbone of the US Navy’s airship fleet in 

WW2 and had the largest production run of any airship type/class operated by the Navy 

or, in fact, of any in the world.   

 

The original K-1 had been an experimental type and differed considerably from the K-2 

which became the prototype for the wartime K-series. The K-2 was procured under a 

contract on 11 August 1937, and made her first flight on 6 December 1938, at Akron, Ohio, 

and was delivered by Goodyear to the Navy at NAS Lakehurst on 16 December 1938.  At 

that time, she was the largest non-rigid airship in the Navy’s inventory, with an envelope 

capacity of 425,000 cubic feet (12,043 cubic meters).  

 

It was equipped with communication equipment and the necessary instruments for 

blind/night flying.  For surface search operations, particularly against U-boats, each airship 

was provided with an ASG-type radar unit capable of detecting objects at 90 miles.  

Underwater search equipment included sonobuoys and MAD gear.  Armament for the K-

ship normally included 4 torpex-filled Mk 47 (350 lb) depth bombs, 2 on external bomb 

racks and 2 in the bomb-bay.  A 0.50-inch Browning aircraft machine gun was placed in a 

turret in the forward part of the K-ship’s control car.  For fire power from the after end of 

the car, many K-ships had Browning automatic rifles available for installation in the aft 

windows which were removable. The 40- feet long control car carried the crew, 

armament, power plants and most of the equipment. 



213 
 

 

The K-ship was powered by 2 x Pratt7 Whitney R1340 Wasp radial aero-engines of 

approximately 425 hp.  They were 251 feet 8 inches (76.73 meters) long. 

 

During the war, blimp squadron flight personnel were divided into combat air crews that 

normally consisted of 10 people.  The officer complement included a senior or command 

pilot (flight captain), 2 co-pilots and a navigator who also was a pilot.  Enlisted personnel 

were composed of an airship rigger, an ordnanceman, 2 mechanics and 2 radiomen.  The 

radiomen operated the radar, the MAD equipment, Loran equipment, and the standard 

radio transmitters and receivers.  

 

For their duties of escort and patrol, K-ships possessed the advantages of hovering and 

making slow-speed searches at altitudes of 100 feet or less for extended periods of time.  

These long-endurance, low-altitude, slow-speed searches resulted in the detection of 

numerous enemy submarines, as well as locating and assisting in the rescue of many 

vessels, aircraft and persons in distress. The ability to operate successfully in conditions of 

reduced visibility made it possible for airships (particularly K-types) to perform their anti-

submarine missions when low ceilings and poor visibility grounded other types of aircraft.  

Endurance was another key factor in the operation of the K-ships.  The K-ship’s normal 

endurance of over 26 hours at cruising speed was an important r factor in the 

employment of anti-submarine tactics during WW2.409 

 

The US Navy K-ship (there were other types, including the wartime M-ship, with a much 

larger control car) was finally retired in 1959. 

 
409  https://www.history.navy.mil/content/dam/nhhc/research/histories/naval-aviation/navys-lighter-than-
air-experience-monograph/pdfs/lta-06.pdf  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/dam/nhhc/research/histories/naval-aviation/navys-lighter-than-air-experience-monograph/pdfs/lta-06.pdf
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/dam/nhhc/research/histories/naval-aviation/navys-lighter-than-air-experience-monograph/pdfs/lta-06.pdf
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A K-ship on patrol. Note the depth bombs on the 
underside of the control car. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HARBOUR DEFENCES 

 

While, in general, close-in defence of the Canal, locks and harbours was the responsibility 

of the Army, the Navy retained responsibility for certain aspects (including taking over 

responsibility for the Transit Guard from February 1942).  These included underwater 

installations, including anti-torpedo and anti-submarine defences. 

 

ANTI-TORPEDO NETS 

 

In 1939, funds were authorised for improvement of the Canal Zone’s defences included 

underwater protection against submarines and torpedo (including air-launched). 

 

By July 1941, anti-submarine nets had been installed to protect the outer reaches at the 

entrance to the Colón breakwater and in the area of La Boca at the other end of the Canal. 

However, as would be demonstarted by the Royal Navy attack on the Italian fleet at 

Taranto, and subsequently at Pearl Harbor, development of the air-launched torpedo and 

its use  meant that shallow water and short locks were no longer a guarantee of security.   
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It was felt that traffic in the main channel, and in Gatun and Miraflores Lakes were 

vulnerable to torpedo attack.  On 8 December 1941, the War Department issued 

instructions for the Commanding General to put in place all underwater harbour defence 

measures, in coordination with the Navy. 

 

In March 1942, a technical report said that the Japanese had developed a new type of 

torpedo which rendered current defences obsolete.  This resulted in proposals to upgrade 

and strengthen the nets protecting the Miraflores and Pedro Miguel Locks. 

 

On 18 December 1942, an 800-feet (244 metres) anti-torpedo net at a depth of 40-feet 

(12.2 metres) began to be installed at Madden Dam.   

 

On 30 May 1943, a net installed at the Miraflores Spillway came free (2 days after 

completion) and went over the spillway, resulting in a recommendation that such spillway 

nets be abandoned due to the currents involved. 

 

Other proposals included, in June 1943, a net fitted with depth charges in the approach to 

Gatun Locks, to allow proactive defence.  This was not pursued. 

 

ANTI-TORPEDO BOAT DEFENCES 

 

As the Canal Zone was a base for PT boats during the war, and the US was a major use of 

such light coastal motor torpedo craft, it may not be surprising that the War Department 

in February 1942 hgihlighted attacks on harbours, fleet anchorages etc by fast-moving, 

shallow-draught torpedo boats. 
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The recommendations made were for the use of existing weapons.  For ranges up to 2,000 

yards (1,829 metres), 37mm or 40mm guns with a director or remote control systems was 

proposed. 

 

It was decided to relocate existing fixed seacoast or anti-aircraft 3-inch (76.2mm) guns, 

with additional 60-inch (152.4cm) searchlights, linked by telephone to harbour defence 

command posts.  At Balboa harbour, 13 75mm field guns were employed.   

 

However, it had been said that anti-aircraft defence should not be adversely affected by 

modifications made to defence to combat the small craft.  Some of the sites for the 

protection of vital installations did not permit dual use.  On the Atlantic end of the Canal, 

the Limon Bay was usually crowded, and at the other end many ships were anchored 

outside the minefield, making protection of such vessels difficult.  Protecting the vessels at 

anchor, and the anti-submarine net, at Thatcher Ferry alone410 required the siting of at 

least 5 gun batteries. 

 

Nevertheless, in October 1942, the Coastal Artillery Command reported that all armament 

was well placed for defence against torpedo boats (and low-flying torpedo-launching or 

mine laying aircraft)411. 

 
410  Where the Bridge of the Americas (opened in 1962) now lies, linking the North and South America land 
masses. 
411  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Chapter 12 

VESSELS ASSIGNED TO THE 15th NAVAL DISTRICT 
FOR USE IN LOCAL DEFENCE AND PATROL DUTIES 

 

The following vessels were among those assigned to the 15th Naval District, for use in local 

defence and patrol duties – 

 

USS Woodcock (AM-14) a Lapwing Class minesweeper, commissioned in 1919.  

During the war it operated in the Panama 

Sea Frontier, working between the Canal 

Zone and New Orleans. the ship was twice 

reclassified – first to an ocean-going tug, 

AT-145, in 1942; then an ocean-going tug 

(old), ATO-145, in 1944. 

 

 

USS Jade (PY-17)  a patrol yacht, built in 1926 and acquired by the Navy and 

converted in 1940.  It operated in Panama 

Sea Frontier from May 1941 to February 

1943, then transferred to Ecuador Navy at 

Salinas in May 1943. 
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USS Agate (PYc-4)  a patrol yacht (coastal), acquired by the Navy in 1940 for 

service as a minesweeper and renamed as the USS Goldcrest 

on 14 November 1940, but then renamed USS Agate on 13 

December and converted to a patrol yacht (coastal) in by 

George Lawley & Sons of Neponset, Massachusetts, and 

commissioned on 31 January 1941.412 

 She was armed with a single 1-pounder gun413, 2 x 0.3in 

machine guns and depth charges. 

She had been built as the yacht Stella Maris in Camden, New 

Jersey in 1930 by the Mathis Yacht Building Company. 

She departed Boston for the Canal Zone on 19 February 

1942, eventually arriving at Colón on 25 April.  She was used 

to patrol both Atlantic and Pacific coasts, being based at 

either Balboa or Coco Solo.  She saw no enemy action. 

On 12 August 1944, she left the Canal Zone and travelled to 

Philadelphia Navy Yard, where she was decommissioned on 1 

September 1944.  Struck off charge in October, she was sold 

on 3 July 1945 through the Maritime Commission’s War 

Shipping Administration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
412  https://www.historycentral.com/navy/motorboats/Agale.html  
413  A small, roughly 37mm calibre weapon: 
http://www.navweaps.com/Weapons/WNUS_1pounder_m1.php  

https://www.historycentral.com/navy/motorboats/Agale.html
http://www.navweaps.com/Weapons/WNUS_1pounder_m1.php
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USS Moonstone (PYc-9) another patrol yacht (coastal), built in 1929 but acquired by 

the Navy in April 1941 and converted to a patrol yacht and 

used in the Panama Sea Frontier.  It was sent to Ecuador 

 March-July 1943 to help train its navy.  Lost in a collision on 

passage to the US in October 1943. 

  

 

USS Topaz (PYc-10) another patrol yacht (coastal), built in 1931 and bought by 

the Navy on 14 February 1941, renamed Topaz in March 

1941 and being commissioned into the Navy in New York as 

the patrol yacht USS Topaz on 1 July 1941. She was 

operational in the Canal Zone from August 1941 to 1944. 

She was built as the yacht Doromar in 1931 by Luders Marine 

Construction Company of Stamford, Connecticut. 

She left New York for the Canal Zone on 21 July 1941, arriving 

at Cristobal on 22 August 1941.  She spent 3 years patrolling 

the close approaches to the Canal and the coastlines. 
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She left the Canal Zone on 12 August 1944, arriving at 

Philadelphia Navy Yard on 31 August.  Decommissioned on 

27 September, she was turned over to the War Shipping 

Administration for disposal and was struck off charge on 14 

October 1944. 

USS Erie (PG-50) the lead ship of the Erie-class gunboats.  Commissioned in 

1936.  It was heavily employed in patrol and anti-submarine 

activities, as well as removing 50 Japanese internees from 

Costa Rica to the Canal Zone on 13 December 1941.  

Torpedoed and sunk by U-163 off Curacao in 1942. 

 A later Chapter goes into detail of the career and loss of this 

ship. 

 

USS Erie moored alongside her sister ship USS Charleston at Balboa (colourised photo) 
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USS PC-454 a submarine chaser that began life as a yacht in 1915, 

acquired by the Navy for the second time in August 1940414 it 

became PC-454 in October 1940.   

Reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht in 1943 as USS 

Impetuous (PYc-46). 

USS PC-456 a submarine chaser. A former 1931 yacht, acquired by the 

Navy and arriving in the Canal Zone November 1940.  

Reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht in June 1943 as USS 

Persistent (PYc-48), and operating off Panama until 

deactivated in 1944. 

USS PC-458 a submarine chaser.  A former 1923 yacht, acquired by the 

Navy in October 1940 and commissioned January 1941 as the 

PC-458.  It was later reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht as 

USS Retort (PYc-49) in July 1943.  It was decommissioned in 

September 1944. 

USS PC-460 a submarine chaser.  A former 1930 yacht commissioned in 

October 1940 as PC-460 and assigned to Balboa, 

operating there from November 1940.  It 

accidentally rammed submarine S-26 in January 

1942 while escorting 4 S-Class boats out of 

Balboa415.  Assigned to Panama Sea Frontier from 

February 1942 and, after repairs in Mobile, 

returned to Panama and reclassified as coastal 

patrol yacht as USS Sturdy (PYc-50).  Disposed of 

in October 1944. 

 
414  She had been previously impressed 1917-18 by US Navy during World War 1. 
415  46 men were drowned, 3 on the bridge of the submarine at the time survived. 
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USS PC-509 a submarine chaser.  A converted 1929 yacht acquired by the 

Navy in October 1940 and commissioned in December 1941 

as PC-509.  It arrived in Canal Zone February 1942 and was 

used as an escort.  Reclassified as a coastal patrol yacht in 

July 1943 as USS Valiant 

(PYc-51), then chiefly used 

on Panama-Guantanamo 

convoys until August 1944, 

went to Philadelphia to be 

decommissioned. 

 

PC-509 in 1943 

 

The US Navy employed a number of World War 1-vintage, 4-funnel, “flush deck” 

destroyers416 at and from the Canal Zone. 

 

USS Borie (DD-215) 1920 Clemson Class destroyer.  Like several other of the 

Panama-based destroyers, it had been used in the Neutrality 

Patrol (see the Chapter on the Neutrality 

Patrol) from the outbreak of war in 

Europe in 1939 as part of the newly-

formed Caribbean Patrol from December 

1939, moving to the inshore patrol role 

with 15th Naval District in December 1941, 

as flagship of Destroyer Squadron 33, and then used for anti-

submarine work in the Caribbean.   

 
416  After losing 50 “flush-deck” destroyers in the destroyers for bases deal with Britain in 1940, the US 
Navy still had 120 of these World War 1-vintage ships available for operations.  As of 17 October 1941, while 
48 had been converted to other roles (light minelayers, high-speed minesweepers, seaplane tenders, fast 
transports), 72 retained their “DD” designation as destroyers: 
http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/  

http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/
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It refitted in Philadelphia in November 1942 and was then 

deployed for general convoy protection, until sunk in 

November 1943 in a battle on the surface with U-405417. 

 

USS Breckinridge (DD-148) One of 111 World War 1 vintage Wickes Class destroyers 

and being first commissioned in 1919.  

Part of the Neutrality Patrol from 

September 1939 (see the separate 

Chapter) and to the Canal Zone for 

inshore patrol from December 1940.  

From May 1941 it was based at Key 

West, Florida. 

 

 

USS Barney (DD-149) Another 1919 Wickes Class destroyer that had been 

decommissioned in 1936, and recommissioned 

in 1939, moving to Panama in October 1940 

for use in inshore patrol and then escort duty 

in the Caribbean. 

 

 

 
417  http://www.historyofwar.org/articles/weapons_USS_Borie_DD215.html  
On 1 November 1943 she detected and depth-charged U-405, forcing it to the surface.  USS Borie then 
rammed her, and ended up jammed on top of the submarine.  The U-boat crew continued to resist, and a 
period of small arms fire followed and both sides suffered casualties in the battle, with the Borie losing 27 
dead, partly to small arms fire and partly to intermittent fire from the submarine’s 88 mm deck gun.  
Eventually U-405 attempted to escape, which exposed her to heavier guns of hunter-killer group’s escort 
carrier.  The submarine was badly damaged and her surviving crew surrendered, and shortly afterwards she 
sank. Another U-boat was close by and fired at the USS Borie, preventing any rescue operation. She was too 
badly damaged for it to be safe to try to take her in tow, and on 2 November she was sunk by another 
destroyer 
 

http://www.historyofwar.org/articles/weapons_USS_Borie_DD215.html
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USS Blakely (DD-150) This 1919-built Wickes Class destroyer had been 

decommissioned in 1922, recommissioned 1932-37 and 

then decommissioned again, until restored in 1939 for 

use in the Neutrality Patrol (see separate Chapter).  Part 

of Destroyer Squadron 33 in Panama and used on 

convoy duties, it was badly damaged by a torpedo from 

U-156 off Martinique in May 1942.  After 

repair, it continued in its escort role in the 

Caribbean and elsewhere until removed to 

New London in the US in March 1945 for 

use in submarine crews training. 

 

In 1942, after modernisation following torpedo 
damage  

 
 

USS Biddle (DD-151) A Wickes Class destroyer from 1919, it had been 

decommissioned in 1922, but recommissioned in 

October 1939 and used by the 15th Naval District, as part 

of Destroyer Squadron 33 from November 1940 to May 

1941. 

USS Barry (DD-248) This was a 1921 vintage Clemson Class destroyer which 

joined Destroyer Squadron 67 in the Canal Zone in 

October 1940 and used in escort and anti-submarine 

work.  It left in early 1943 to undertake convoy work in 

the South Atlantic.  It was damaged by a kamikaze attack 

off Okinawa in May 1945, and so badly damaged that its 

only subsequent use was as a kamikaze decoy.  It was 

sunk, along with the Landing Ship towing it, in June 1945. 

USS Goff (DD-247) A 1921 Clemson Class destroyer that was used on the 

Neutrality Patrol from 1939 (see below), moving to the 
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Canal Zone for patrol and guard duties in October 1940.  

It left the Caribbean in June 1943. 

USS Tattnall (DD-125) This was a 1919 Wickes Class destroyer that had been 

decommissioned 1922-30.  In 1939, she and the USS J 

Fred Talbott relieved the previous 2 ships as the Special 

Service Squadron at the Canal Zone, until it was 

disbanded in September 1940.  She continued at 

Panama until carrying out her last Caribbean convoy 

duty in July 1943, and then heading to Charleston for 

conversion into a high-speed transport (APD-18). 

USS J Fred Talbott (DD-156) Another 1919-vintage Wickes Class destroyer and, with 

the USS Tattnall, formed the Special Service 

Squadron at the Canal Zone in 1939, and until it 

was disbanded in September 1940.  She was based 

there and used in convoy duties until she left for a 

refit in Boston, being converted into a target ship 

for torpedo bombers in New York in September 

1944 (as AG-81). 

USS J Fred Talbott in 1943 

 

As of October 1941, Destroyer Squadron 33 (DESRON 33), assigned to the 15th Naval 

District in the Canal Zone, consisted of – 

FLAGSHIP — USS Borie (DD-215). 

Destroyer Division 66 (DESDIV 66)  

DD-148 USS Breckinridge, DD-149 USS Barney, DD-150 USS Blakeley, DD-151 

USS Biddle. 

http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/ussborie/
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 USS Biddle 

Destroyer Division 66 (DESDIV 67)  

DD-125 USS Tattnall, DD-156 USS J. Fred Talbott, DD-187 USS Dahlgren, DD-247 

USS Goff, DD-248 USS Barry418. 

 USS Goff in 1923 

 

USS MAGPIE (AMc-2) USS Magpie was a Firecrest Class coastal minesweeper 

launched in 1936.  It was commissioned on 28 March 28 1941, 

and served for 3 years until it was decommissioned on 6 

October 1944.   

 
418  http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/  

http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/usstattnall/
http://destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/squadrons/
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During its activity, the ship had its main 

missions within the 15th Naval District, 

removing the mines located in the 

minefields in the water so that other 

ships could pass safely. It operated from 

Balboa, Panama until departing for San 

Diego and, on 22 December 1944, it was 

struck from the Naval Register and delivered to the War 

Shipping Administration on 5 February 1945. 

Because of its insulating and noise-cancelling characteristics, 

coupled with its exceptional flame retardant qualities, 

asbestos was used as the insulation material of choice for a 

variety of equipment prior to the 1970s, and hence crewmen 

aboard the ship were at special risk of developing lung cancer, 

asbestosis, malignant mesothelioma and other illnesses 

caused by asbestos exposure419. 

 

 

  

 
419  https://www.asbestos-ships.com/ships/uss-magpie-amc-2  

https://www.asbestos-ships.com/ships/uss-magpie-amc-2
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Chapter 13 

COCO SOLO AND ITS SUBMARINES 

 

Coco Solo was an important US Navy installation, dating 

from 1917 and established in May 1918.  It comprised 

both a Naval Air Station and submarine base until the end 

of World War 2. 

 

  Coco Solo NAS insignia 1940420 

 

 

 

The site at Coco Solo (aka Upham 

NAS421) at the Atlantic end of the 

Canal near Colón was originally 

established as a Naval Aviation 

Facility (as a Naval Air Station in 

1918) for flying-boats422.   

 

The Coco Solo Naval Reservation was officially established by Executive Order in 1920.  

The air station occupied 185 acres of hard land, on the east side of Manzanillo Bay.  It was 

on the Atlantic Ocean (north-west) side of the Panama Canal Zone, near Colón.  Its 

facilities in 1939 included a small landing field, 3 aeroplane hangars and a hangar for a 

 
420 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-464000/80-G-464911.html  
421  As, apparently, the US Navy did not feel that the name “One Coconut” was appropriate. 
422  The initial improvements in 1940 included enlarging the submarine and air facilities at Coco Solo.  The 
site is now part of 2 large container terminals. 

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-464000/80-G-464911.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-464000/80-G-464911.html
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blimp423, barracks, officer's quarters, 3 seaplane ramps424, and a few miscellaneous 

buildings.   

 

The later US Senator John McCain was born in 1936 at a small Navy hospital at Coco Solo 

Naval Air Station425.  His father was a naval officer. 

Coco Solo in 1936 

 

Further development of the station began in August 1940, with the approved plan  

 
423  A non-rigid airship used for naval patrols (see the Chapter on advance bases for a little mote on the use 
of such blimps). 
424  The terms “flying boat” and “seaplane” are often used (as here) as if interchangeable.  Seaplane is a 
more generic term that covers both flying boats (which have a boat hull, with or without floats) and 
floatplanes, which use floats to land and take off from water.  An amphibian or amphibious flying boat also 
features a wheeled landing gear.  Pure flying boats employed a wheeled trolley for launching and recovery 
from land.  The famous PBY Catalina, for example, was originally a pure flying boat, while later versions were 
amphibians. 
425https://navy.togetherweserved.com/usn/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=PublicUnitProfile&type=Unit
&ID=8240  

https://navy.togetherweserved.com/usn/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=PublicUnitProfile&type=Unit&ID=8240
https://navy.togetherweserved.com/usn/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=PublicUnitProfile&type=Unit&ID=8240
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contemplating expansion sufficient to serve 7 patrol squadrons of flying-boats (as 

proposed by the Hepburn Board recommendations426).  The original site, though limited, 

was considered to be the most advantageous that could be found in the Canal Zone; and 

therefore, expansion at Coco Solo was advocated rather than construction of an additional 

base in another locality427. 

 

The greatest single deficiency of the station was the lack of sheltered water for full-load 

take-off immediately adjacent to the base.  There was a wide gap of open water between 

the eastern breakwater and Margarita Point, through which heavy ocean swells entered 

Manzanillo Bay, frequently making seaplane operations hazardous – and this was tackled 

first.  This involved closing the 3,800-feet (1,158 metres) gap in the Margarita breakwater, 

using coral and rock, armoured with pre-cast concrete blocks.  It was built entirely from a 

temporary timber trestle, without the use of floating equipment other than the hydraulic 

dredge used for placing the foundation and core.  The dredging involved also produced 

coral fill for the construction of new runways at the Army's nearby France Field.428  

 

In addition, the station also lacked sufficient hangars, ramps, parking aprons, housing, 

storage, and repair facilities.   

 

At the air station itself, the work from 1940 saw 3 large steel hangars, 4 seaplane ramps, 

700,000 square feet (65,032 square metres) of concrete parking area, engine test stands, 

and a large aircraft assembly and repair shop added to the operating area fronting on 

Manzanillo Bay.  To make expansion possible, 30 acres (12.1 hectares) of beach was 

reclaimed, with a steel sheet-pile sea wall, 2,100-feet (640 metres) long, to enclose 2 

edges of this reclaimed area429.  Other work included new barracks, a bombproof 

command centre, an operations building, and a large administration building to house the 

 
426  See the Chapter on the Navy for more on the Hepburn Report. 
427  The Navy also used Army facilities for the operation of its landplanes in the Coco Solo area 
428  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
429  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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administrative offices of both the air station and the adjoining submarine base.  Also 

added were several large warehouses430. 

 

The larger Coco Solo Hospital was constructed in the Summer of 1941.  The area 

containing it was transferred from the civil part of the Canal Zone to the naval part after 

President Roosevelt’s Executive Order 8981 on 17 December, 1941431. 

 

COCO SOLO SUBMARINE BASE 

 

The site was also home to submarines, in the form of the Coco Solo submarine base432, 

which had also been established in 1918433.   There were 5 submarines based there during 

World War 1 and, at the time of Pearl Harbor, there were 3 “V Boat” submarines434 

stationed at the base - USS Barracuda, USS Bass and USS Bonita (the former V-1, V-2 and 

V-3) 435, with the site also having a Naval Aviation Facility (originally established as a Naval 

Air Station in 1918) for flying-boats436.   

 

Later modernised, the submarine base at Coco Solo occupied a 130-acre (52.6 hectare) 

peninsula bounded on the north by Margarita Bay and on the west and south by 

Manzanillo Bay, and additional facilities were accomplished under the wartime 

 
430  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
431https://navy.togetherweserved.com/usn/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=PublicUnitProfile&type=Unit
&ID=8240 https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-8981-navy-hospital-area-coco-
solo-canal-zone  
432  Incidentally, the birthplace of Senator John McCain, who was born in 1936 at the Navy hospital at the 
Coco Solo Naval Air Station. 
433  The Coco Solo Naval Base was deactivated in 1957, although where the submarine base had been 
handed over to Panama in 1979.  The last part of the larger Coco Solo complex was turned over to the 
Panamanian Government in 1982. 
434  Submarines are always “boats”, regardless of their size. 
435  They had been launched in 1924-25, and were decommissioned in 1937, only to be recommissioned 
because of the threat of war in 1940 and assigned to Coco Solo.  They were used to make (uneventful) war 
patrols from there. 
436  The initial improvements in 1940 included enlarging the submarine and air facilities at Coco Solo.  The 
site is now part of 2 large container terminals. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://navy.togetherweserved.com/usn/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=PublicUnitProfile&type=Unit&ID=8240
https://navy.togetherweserved.com/usn/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=PublicUnitProfile&type=Unit&ID=8240
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-8981-navy-hospital-area-coco-solo-canal-zone
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/executive-order-8981-navy-hospital-area-coco-solo-canal-zone
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construction programme begun during Autumn 1940 with the developments being 

confined entirely within the limits of the existing boundaries437. 

 

A wide mole pier enclosed with steel sheet-piling was built as an extension to the original 

north quay wall, to provide additional berthing space and increase the basin area.  It was 

paved with concrete, equipped with water, oil, and air lines, a railway spur, a large transit 

shed, several storehouses and shop buildings.  The south quay of the base was likewise 

extended a distance of 500 feet (152.4 metres) and equipped with water, oil, and electric 

services.  A net depot, including a large storage building, was built along this quay, and the 

basin dredged to a depth of 32 feet (9.7 metres). 

 

There was an industrial area, where extensions were made to the torpedo shop, ship 

fitters' shop, and battery shops.  A large storehouse and a 3-story structure to house the 

machine and optical shops were erected. 

 

In addition, a low-lying, 20-acre (8 hectare) area fronting on Margarita Bay was enclosed 

with a steel sheet-pile seawall, with coral fill dredged from the bay.  This was later 

developed as the main housing area for the station, and a chapel and library, theatre, 

tennis courts, and a recreation building for enlisted men and officers were also located in 

the area. 

 

The 3 V boats were found to have a poor operational performance, with a maximum 

surface speed less than designed (18.7 knots, not the intended 21 knots), and a speed 

submerged less than planned.  Renamed as the USS Barracuda, USS Bass and USS Bonita 

in 1931, they were decommissioned in 1937, but then brought back into service in 

September 1940, arriving at Coco Solo just before the Pearl Harbor attack.  They then left 

Coco Solo in 1942438. 

 
437  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
438  USS Barracuda and USS Bonita were scrapped after the war, and USS Bass was scuttled to become a 
sonar target. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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Having achieved no combat success, the V-class submarines 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 1944439 

 

In 1957, Coco Solo became the Coco Solo Annex to US Naval Station Rodman440.  By the 

1960s, no US Navy vessels remained, only some support staff and housing441.  Until the 

mid-1990s, the town site of Coco Solo was used by the civilian employees of the Panama 

Canal as a residential area. 

 

PBY-1 Catalina flying boat of US Navy VP-3 
squadron based at Coco Solo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Headquarters and Barracks, Coco Solo Naval Air Station Canal Zone in 1936 

 
439  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.ht
ml 
440  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/57 
441  Coco Solo was also home to the Atlantic Side High School and Cristobal Junior and Senior High, which in 
the late 1970s was also the high school for Panamanians from Rainbow City. Also located in Coco Solo was 
the local commissary where Zonians would purchase food and clothing. 

https://www.public.navy.mil/subfor/underseawarfaremagazine/Issues/Archives/issue_06/silent_victory.html
https://www.public.navy.mil/subfor/underseawarfaremagazine/Issues/Archives/issue_06/silent_victory.html
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/57
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Where the submarine base had been was handed over to Panama in 1979.  The last part 

of the larger Coco Solo complex was turned over to the Panamanian Government in 1982. 

 US Naval Station Coco Solo in 1941 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE COCO SOLO SUBMARINES 

 

It has been said that “as with most US submarine operations in the Atlantic during the 

Second World War, those off the Panama Canal have been ignored by historians”.  Despite 

the importance of the Canal, the heavy demands for US submarines elsewhere meant that 

those boats assigned to Coco Solo tended to be the most decrepit.  While submarine 

patrols off the Panama Canal may have contributed to a greater sense of security, they 

contributed little operational use.  On the other hand, the patrols helped to train 

significant numbers of men for the burgeoning submarine service and also highlighted 

some of the shortcomings of air patrols off the Canal, possibly contributed to more 

effective use442. 

 

The term V-boat referred to 9 fleet submarines built for the US Navy 1921-34, with the 3 

based at Coco Solo being large, long-range types (the other 6 submarines were of varying 

types and/or for differing roles, and with only the first 3 served as the type of fleet 

submarine the original Navy requirement had specified).  These 3, V-1 to V-3, were funded 

in Fiscal Year 1919 and laid down that year at the Portsmouth Naval Yard, and 

 
442  Journal of Military History Vol.81 Issue 4 (October 2017). 
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commissioned in 1924-26.  They displaced 2,119 tons surfaced and 2,506 tons submerged, 

were 342 feet (104 meters) long.  Like most submarines of the period, they had diesel and 

battery-powered engines.  They were armed with 6 x 21-inch torpedo tubes (4 forward, 2 

aft) and 12 torpedoes, and a 3-inch (76mm) deck gun443.  They were amongst the first US 

submarines to feature aft torpedo tubes.  However, as mentioned, the 3 boats were found 

to have a poor operational performance,  

 

 US submarine V-1 

 

USS SUBMARINE V-1/USS BARRACUDA  Renamed Barracuda in 1931, the V-1 was 

decommissioned in 1937 but recommissioned in 

 
443  Originally fitted with a 5-inch deck gun, these were replaced in 1928 in an attempt to cure handling 
problems and save weight.  
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September 1940 and based at Coco Solo, making 

a number of uneventful defensive patrols.   

 

She and her 2 sisters, also based at Coco Solo 

were overhauled in late 1942 and early 1943, and 

were converted to cargo-carrying submarines by 

removing both torpedo tubes and main engines, 

thereby leaving them solely dependent on their 

diesel generators for propulsion.   

 

As this rendered the boats severely 

underpowered, they apparently never served 

operationally in their new role but instead were 

relegated to training duties at New London, 

Connecticut until just before the end of the war.   

 

After being decommissioned Barracuda and 

Bonita were scrapped, and Bass was scuttled as a 

sonar target off Rhode Island444. 

 

US SUBMARINE USS S-44 The S-44 was an S-42 Class submarine built at Quincy, 

Massachusetts.  The 1,126-ton vessel was commissioned 

into the US Navy in February 1925, and was based at Coco 

Solo 1925-27, moving to San Diego in 1927.  After duty in 

San Diego and Hawaii, she returned to Coco Solo in 1937. 

 

 
444   https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-62000/NH-62909.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-62000/NH-62909.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-62000/NH-62909.html
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She was overhauled in 1941 and sent back to Coco Solo in 

1942 to begin her active wartime service.  She left in March 

1942, and relocated to Australia.  After sinking 3 Japanese 

ships, including the heavy cruiser Kako, she was depth-

charged and returned to the US for repairs in 1943. 

In June 1943, she left the Philadelphia Naval Yards for the 

Aleutians.  After attacking a Japanese ship with her deck 

gun, but this turned out to be a destroyer and, unable to 

submerge, she was sunk, with only 2 of her crew being 

picked up by the Japanese445. 

US submarine S-44 underway off the Canal Zone in February 1943 
(US Naval Archives) 

 

 
445  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/OnlineLibrary/photos/sh-usn/usnsh-s/ss155.htm  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/OnlineLibrary/photos/sh-usn/usnsh-s/ss155.htm
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Map of Colon area showing the position of Coco Solo and the Cristobal Docks 
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1930s COCO SOLO – BIRTHPLACE OF FUTURE SENNATOR JOHN McCAIN 

 

Senator John McCain, who died in 2018, was a Republican and former Vietnam POW who 

ran unsuccessfully against Barack Obama in the 2008 Presidential election446. 

He had been born on 29 August 1936 at the US Navy submarine base at Coco Solo.  His 

father was a naval officer, and his grandfather was commander at Coco Solo when McCain 

was born there. 

 

 

S-Class submarines at Coco Solo in the 1930s 

 
446  https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-McCain  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-McCain
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Chapter 14 

USS DORADO – A “FRIENDLY FIRE” LOSS? 

 

During World War 2, the US Navy lost 52 submarines, and one of these was USS Dorado 

(SS-248)447.  She was lost with 77 crewmen, the loss being reported on 25 October 1943. 

 

USS Dorado was one of many submarines built by the Electric Boat Company.  She was 

also one of the first of their boats448 to be built in part by women449, as the wartime 

workforce expanded and drew in women workers to supplement and replace male ones.  

Despite having a short service life, it was used to depict life in submarines during wartime 

in a series of paintings450. 

 

The boat also has the unique distinction of being the only one lost directly after leaving 

Groton451, where the Electric Boat Company was based and the submarine was built.  It 

was only the second boat built at the company’s new Victory Yard, which occupied a 

former World War 1 shipyard 2 miles from the company’s main yard. 

 

The submarine’s keel was laid down on 27 August 1942.  She was launched, rather 

unceremoniously, on 23 May 1943, the seventh such launching in a 13-week period and 

the previous launch ceremonies having been dispensed with.  She was commissioned into 

 
447  Named, like other wartime US submarines, after a type of fish – the dorado fish is better known by its 
Hawaiian name of mahi.  She was the first US Navy submarine so named.  A second (SS-526) was cancelled in 
1944 and the name has not been used since. 
448  Note: submarines are always “boats”, regardless of their size. 
449  Life magazine prepared a feature on the women working on the boat but never published it. 
450  2 artists joined it for its shakedown cruise – when the ship and its systems are tested prior to entering 
service – which involved 4 short voyages from Groton.  The artists completed a set of 25 paintings that 
include depictions of “sailors on watch peering through binoculars from the conning tower. Below decks, 
they drink coffee, peel potatoes and play cards next to torpedoes. They clamber through a hatch and man a 
deck gun”: https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d  
451  The town became known as “The Submarine Capital of the World” and 72 diesel-powered submarines 
were built there during the war. The shipyard there remains on the company’s main facilities, having 
providing submarines for the US Navy for over 100 years, including today’s nuclear-powered giants.  Elco 
(the Electric Launch Company) was a subsidiary that built motor launches and, during World War 2, nearly 
400 PT Boats (see the Chapter on PT Boats in Panama). 

https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d
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the Navy, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Earle Caffrey Schneider, on 28 

August 1943. 

 USS Dorado being fitted out, August 1943 
 

Following a shakedown cruise, USS Dorado set sail from the submarine base at New 

London, Connecticut for the Canal Zone on 6 October 1943, but never reached its 

destination.  When she failed to arrive at Canal Zone in October 1943, unsuccessful 

searches were made in the Caribbean, starting on 14 October. A subsequent Navy Court of 

Inquiry decided that she had probably been the victim of friendly fire. 

 

The Court of Inquiry heard that a US Navy PBM Mariner flying-boat patrol bomber452 had 

encountered an apparently unknown submarine on 12 October (the bomber having 

incorrect information on USS Dorado’s expected position) and attacked with depth 

charges and a bomb.  However, the bomb and one of the depth charges were said not to 

have exploded and the bomber crew testified that they had identified the submarine as a 

 
452  From patrol squadron VP-210, operating out of Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 
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U-boat before attacking – claiming to have spent 12 minutes observing the surfaced 

submarine453. 

 

At the time, standard operating procedure was to impose restrictions within an area 

50 nm (93 km) ahead, 100 nm (190 km) astern, and 15 nm (28 km) on each side of the 

scheduled position of an unescorted submarine making passage in friendly waters. 

 

No trace of the USS Dorado was ever found, and debris that was recovered was 

determined not to be from the boat. 

 

Postwar, Kreigsmarine records indicated that U-518 may have been the submarine 

attacked by the PBM – although the U-518 had no record of such an attack454.  After the 

attack, the aircraft had searched the area for 20 minutes, but saw no explosions, bubbles, 

or debris.  Kreigsmarine records do confirm the contact with the second submarine 

reported by the PBM, with the mine-laying U-214 having reported firing on an aircraft. 

 

One theory about what happened to USS Dorado is that she was damaged – by the 

bomber or by a mine (such as those being laid by U-214455), having had trouble 

submerging (as she would have done if attacked) during her trials.  So stricken she could 

have drifted on the prevailing currents to off the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico.  This theory 

is supported by claims that in the 1970s pilot used a landmark nicknamed the “Gray 

Ghost” in the sandy seabed to indicate they were approaching their destination.  This may 

have been the hull of the submarine, protruding from the seabed. 

https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_Dorado_(SS-248)  

 
453  About 2 hours later, the PBM came upon another submarine with which it attempted to exchange 
recognition signals, but was fired upon.  This second submarine has been identified as a U-boat, U-214 – see 
below. 
454  However, of the 3 depth charges and the 100 lb bomb that were dropped, 1 depth charge was confirmed 
as not exploding, 1 was dropped too low to arm itself, and neither the third depth charge nor the bomb 
were seen to explode. 
455  U-214 lay a minefield of 15 mines 5 miles off Colón. 

https://apnews.com/article/cf2ee913f9314892955f06daca29f89d
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_Dorado_(SS-248)
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Chapter 15 

USS ERIE (PG 50) – 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 (609 tonnes) 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 it being classified as a “patrol gunboat”) was 

laid down on 17 December 1934 at New York Naval Yard while her sister ship, 

USS 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.  
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USS Erie in the Canal 
Zone in 1942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

had 4 x quad 1.1-inch (2.8 cm) anti-aircraft 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 
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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 up 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 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 
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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. 

 

https://www.laststandonzombieisland.com/2014/09/17/warship-wednesday-sept-17-the-

slow-gunboats-of-the-canal 

See also http://www.usserie.org    

  

https://www.laststandonzombieisland.com/2014/09/17/warship-wednesday-sept-17-the-slow-gunboats-of-the-canal
https://www.laststandonzombieisland.com/2014/09/17/warship-wednesday-sept-17-the-slow-gunboats-of-the-canal
http://www.usserie.org/
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Chapter 16 

PT BOATS 

 

A role for the PT boats, in defending forward bases, such as the Canal Zone or Hawaii, was 

seen as allowing the motor torpedo boats to free up larger surface forces for offensive 

operations456.   

 

In Proceedings, the journal of the US Naval Institute in September 1940 said that – 

“A force of motor torpedo boats, each carrying two torpedoes, two depth charges, 

one 50-caliber machine gun, and one 1.1-inch anti-aircraft weapon would be an 

ideal defense for any important naval base, anchorage, or outlying territory, such 

as Hawaii, the Panama Canal, our various islands in the West Indies, Alaska, and 

the Philippine Islands”.457 

 

PT boats in waters near the Canal 
in 1943 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By Autumn 1941, there were 3 major producers - Elco, Huckins and Higgins - completing 

their contracts with the US Navy, and there were enough PT boats in service to form 3 

squadrons, with 12 boats in each.  Squadron 2, with Elco 77-feet boats was fitting out in 

 
456  https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html, 
https://scholarworks.uno.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2612&context=td, and 
https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2019/12/03/weapons-wwii-pt-boats/  
457  https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1940/september/motor-torpedo-boats  

https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html
https://scholarworks.uno.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2612&context=td
https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2019/12/03/weapons-wwii-pt-boats/
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1940/september/motor-torpedo-boats


251 
 

New York for shipment to the Canal Zone.  Others were deployed to Hawaii and the 

Philippines. 

 
 
 
Depth charge explodes in the wake of a PT boat, 
during a training exercise in the Gulf of Panama 
(Photo: History and Heritage Command)458 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In June 1942, Squadron 2 redeployed from the Canal Zone to a combat area.  Its ultimate 

destination was the island of Tulagi, north of Guadalcanal.  However, before deployment, 

it was ordered to remain in the Canal Zone and for 8 boats to form a new Squadron 3, also 

for deployment to Guadalcanal.  When Squadron 3 was reformed459 and deployed it took 

all available spare parts from the base at Panama and left the remaining squadrons very 

short on supplies. 

 

The first PT boats had been produced by the Electric Launch Company (Elco), with 

contracts signed in 1941, the (slightly revised) Scott-Paine design had been a private 

venture from the British Power Boat Company, which prototype boat the Elco had bought 

in 1939.   

 

During the war, 2 boat-builders eventually dominated the market: Elco of Bayonne, New 

Jersey, and Higgins of New Orleans. The principal PT was Elco’s 80-feet boat.  Higgins’ boat 

 
458 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-44000/NH-44486.html  
459  The previous Squadron 3 had been destroyed in the invasion of the Philippines. 

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-44000/NH-44486.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-44000/NH-44486.html
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measured 78.5-feet.  By the end of the war, Elco had built 399 boats and Higgins had 

constructed 200.  

 A Huckins-built 78-feet PT boat460 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A third manufacturer, Huckens of Jacksonville, Florida, built just 18 boats – none of which 

were used in combat461.  Instead, the 12-man, 42-ton Huckins-designed boats were 

assigned to the training squadron, in Rhode Island, the Canal Zone and Hawaii462. 

 

US Naval Station Taboga overhauled PT Boats and provided operational training for crews.  

The training base opened on 1 August 1942, with 11 boats of MTB Squadron 2.  On 2 April 

1942, the New York Times carried an article about the “Mosquito Fleet On Duty At the 

Panama Canal”, saying that –  

“One of the mightiest forces serving in the joint air, sea and land defense of the 

Panama Canal is the fleet of patrol torpedo boats, PT boats, which are now 

operating in the waters off Panama. They have true high-scoring power as proved 

by the results turned in by the tiny group operating with General MacArthur in the 

Philippines”463. 

 
460  https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html  
461  https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2019/12/03/weapons-wwii-pt-boats/  
462  https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html  
463  https://www.nytimes.com/1942/04/02/archives/mosquito-fleet-on-duty-at-the-panama-canal.html 

https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html
https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2019/12/03/weapons-wwii-pt-boats/
https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1942/04/02/archives/mosquito-fleet-on-duty-at-the-panama-canal.html
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PT Boats of MTB Squadron 2 at 
the commissioning of the training 
base on 1 August 1942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A home base for PT-boat squadrons operating in the Panama Sea Frontier had been set up 

as a war emergency project on Taboga, which overlooks the Pacific entrance of the Canal 

and is some 10 miles from Balboa464. Its intended purpose in 1940 was to act as a main 

maintenance, overhaul, and operating base for a flotilla of PT boats, and as an operational 

training centre for PT squadrons en route to combat zones in the Pacific.  

 

Construction began in July 1942, with a timber pier, 2 small marine railways, overhaul 

shops, power plant, light and power systems, refrigeration building, water storage and 

supply, and a radio building. Later construction included a storehouse, mess hall, barracks, 

quarters, and 12 storage tanks for fuel oil and gasoline. A torpedo workshop, munitions 

storage, and numerous other facilities, services, and other developments were 

subsequently added465, with later additions including 2 barracks, a galley, dry-stores 

building, boatswain's locker, garage, armoury, berth float, pile dolphins, and a towing 

platform. Anchors were fabricated there, and cradles on the marine railways were 

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

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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changed to accommodate 80-feet PT boats.  Later, Seabees added 2 pontoon drydocks 

and erected magazines, warehouses, and other buildings with the help of local labour.466 

 

Huckins-built PT Boat PT 77 moves 
through the wake of another boat during 
training in Panama Bay, January 1943467 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Buildings had a concrete foundation and a wood frame body.  Several were ready within 3 

weeks of work starting, despite shortages of materials, having to hand excavate the hard 

lava soil, and the slow deliveries from Balboa.  Work was half-completed by the end of 

August 1942, when the base was commissioned; with the base being 90% completed by 

the end of 1942.  Contractors left in July 1943, and Seabees took over construction and 

repair until September 1943. An Army telephone landline was laid, allowing 

communication with the mainland.468 

 

Commissioned in August 1942, at its peak the major overhaul base on Taboga operated 

with 47 PT boats and 1,200 men469.   

 

Early in the use of the PT Boats base at Taboga, the squadron of boats based there (No.2) 

divided into 3 sections – 

• One would head to the Pearl Islands for anti-submarine/security/training patrols; 

• The second would be at Balboa for patrol at entrance to the Canal; 

 
466  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
467  https://ptboatred.wordpress.com/2016/08/23/panama-training-run-in-43/  
468  http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-
bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&st=10&nd=20&pg=1&sc=20  
469  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://ptboatred.wordpress.com/2016/08/23/panama-training-run-in-43/
http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&st=10&nd=20&pg=1&sc=20
http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&st=10&nd=20&pg=1&sc=20
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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• The third would be around Taboga, this would mean in the early days (pre 

construction) being used to tow a string of native caucas (native canoes), up to 

10470 

 

A recreation camp was established on the small, adjacent Morro island, accessible by a 

sand bar at low tide. 

 

Taboga station was decommissioned in March 1946, and all fixed improvements were 

turned over to the Panamanian Government471. 

 

In Summer 1943, a small refuelling base had been established at Almirante on the 

Caribbean coast to refuel PT boats; and the Naval Supply Depot at Balboa, acted as the 

assembly point for PT-boat squadrons and employed 2 250-ton floating cranes, made 

available by the Panama Canal authorities472. 

 

PT Boats in 1943 

 
470  http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-
bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&pg=1&sc=20&x=0 
471  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
472  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&pg=1&sc=20&x=0
http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&pg=1&sc=20&x=0
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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  PT Boats in the Canal 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Multiple "bazooka" rocket launcher in use on 
PT-354 of PT Squadron 25, at Coco Solo, on 
17 December 1943.   
Note: the boat's mast and radar; flag and 
commissioning pennant signal lamp473 

 
 

 

 

 

 
473 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-207000/80-G-207575.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-207000/80-G-207575.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-207000/80-G-207575.html
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 PT boats of Squadron 9 aboard SS White 
Plains in New York, being shipped to Panama 
in December 1942.  The SCR-517 radar dome 
can be seen on the masts of 2 of the boats.  
This set was originally developed for airborne 
use on the B-24 Liberator bombers for anti-
submarine work.  It was adapted for use on 
the 80-feet Elco boats in late 1942  
(National Archives photo)474. 

 

 

 

A 78-foot Higgins motor torpedo 
boat, PT-77, cuts through the wake of 
a sister PT boat in Panama Bay on 25 
January 1943, during an exercise. 
Assigned to Motor Torpedo Boat 
Squadron 13, she participated in the 
Aleutian and Southwest Pacific 
Campaigns during her service from 4 
September 1942 until 1 February 
1945, when 2 US escort ships off 
Luzon, Philippines, mistakenly sank 
her.475 

 

 

 

 

 
474  http://pt-king.gdinc.com/radar.html  
475  https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2012/august/our-archive  

http://pt-king.gdinc.com/radar.html
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2012/august/our-archive
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A disused Quonset hut on Taboga 

 

PT Boats at the Galapagos Islands 
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Chapter 17 

GROUND FORCES IN PANAMA 

 

The defence of the Canal Zone and, by definition, Panama was first and foremost the 

responsibility for the US Army.  Despite it being obvious that the Canal was chiefly of great 

naval and maritime importance, US law gave the job of defending US sea coasts, and of its 

overseas protectorates and dependencies, to the Army. 

 

As explained in the earlier Chapter on defences, Panama itself had had no army since 1904 

(and thus, in effect, relied on the US to provide defence of both Canal and the Republic), 

and that the US Army had a continuing low opinion of the quality and dependability of its 

only “defence”, the National Police – and the equipment allocated to it reflected this.  

Consequently, when considering ground defences of the Canal one can effectively 

discount any Panamanian contribution. 

 

The Army’s Mobile Force was activated on 16 February 1940 and the plan was to conduct 

a mobile defence in depth beginning at the beaches and not by the preparation of static 

defence positions. The Atlantic side was considered the least likely invasion route because 

the few landing areas there were too small to allow the discharge of numerous forces 

simultaneously476.  The absence of suitable landing places on the Atlantic side and the 

thick jungle of the Pacific lowlands were counted on to discourage any amphibious troop 

assault and the Army disposed its defences accordingly477. 

 

In February 1940, the forces available to the Army’s command in the Canal Zone, the 

Panama Canal Department, were divided into Department Troops, the Panama Mobile 

Force (Provisional), the Panama Separate Coast Artillery (Provisional) and the US Army Air 

Corps (USAAC) 19th Wing478.   

 
476  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department  
477 https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
478  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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479 

 

 
479  http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/caribbean/panama_mobile.html  

http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/caribbean/panama_mobile.html
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Missouri Mules, loaded 
with 4 powder cartons 
each on specially 
constructed pack saddles, 
starting the strenuous trek 
to the high points of the 
islands guarding the 
approaches to the 
Panama Canal  
(Photo © Hulton-Deutsch 
Collection/CORBIS/Corbis 
via Getty Images) 

 

 

 

 
18 February 1940 – note 
the protection from the 
ever-present mosquito  
(Photo by Keystone-
France/Gamma-Keystone 
via Getty Images) 
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THE US ARMY PANAMA CANAL DEPARTMENT 

 

Panama Canal Department shoulder sleeve insignia 

 

The Panama Canal Department was created as a 

separate command of the US Army in June 1917480.  It 

was responsible for the defence of the Canal Zone - 

including land areas, coastal defences, harbour, air 

and sea defences within medium bomber range.   

 

It was also responsible for the laying, maintaining, and clearing of harbour defence 

minefields that were to be placed at the Canal entrance in event of a war (see the 

separate Chapter on these mines), and was to defend against landings at either end of the 

Canal, coordinating with forces of the US Navy.   

 
480  A consolidated command called United States Troops, Panama Canal Zone, had been put into place on 6 
January 1915, as part of the US Army Eastern Department. Initially located at Ancon, the headquarters were 
moved to Quarry Heights in 1916.  A separate geographical department was created 1 July 1917 and named 
the Panama Canal Department of the US Army: https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf
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481 

  

US ARMY HIGH COMMAND STRUCTURE IN 1941 - The garrisons of the Canal Zone, 

Philippines and Hawaii reported 

directly to the War Department (on the 

other hand, Alaska reported to the US 

4th Army headquartered as the Presidio 

in San Francisco)482. 

 

In February 1941, the new Caribbean Defense Command was established as a theatre 

command, including responsibility for tactical control of the Panama Canal.  The 

Commanding General of the Department was also made commander of the Caribbean 

Defense Command (CDC)483, which incorporated responsibilities in various British 

 
481  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
482   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  
483  For more detailed information on the history of the Command 1941-47 see A History of the United States 
Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947) by Cesar Vasquez (FIU Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 2458), 
2016. https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458
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Caribbean possessions which the US had acquired under Lend-Lease.  The separate 

Caribbean Air Force, also an Army command484, was established at the same time. 

 

 

 

The Panama Canal Department was so named because the description “Department” was 

the term given to all military commands before World War 1.  In 1920, all “Departments” 

in the Continental US had been redesignated as “Corps Areas”, but the Hawaiian, 

Philippines and Panama Canal Departments retained the title (with a Puerto Rico 

Department added in 1941).  Even after the Panama Canal and Puerto Rico Departments 

were combined in the new Caribbean Defense Command in 1941 the Army continued to 

refer to them as “Departments”)485.  

 

COMMANDING OFFICERS DURING WORLD WAR 2 

 

Major General David L Stone    (12 April 1937 – 7 January 1940);  

Lieutenant General Daniel Van Voorhis  (7 January 1940 – 17 September 1941) 

 
484  As the independent USAF was not established until 1947. 
485   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  

http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm
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Lieutenant General Frank M Andrews  (17 September 1941 – 9 November 1942) 

Lieutenant General George H Brett   (November 1942–October 1945) 

Lieutenant General Willis D Crittenberger  (October 1945–November 1947) 

1942: US Army Mobile Force in 
Panama with a 75mm pack howitzer 
(Press Photo) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mobile force firing pack howitzers for the cameras in 1939 newsreels 

 

Arm badge of Military Police, Panama Canal Department in the 

1940s 
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An Army railroad that ran between artillery stations in 
the Canal Zone, carrying ammunition, men and supplies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1942 – machine gun practice at Rio Hato with the 805th Aviation 
Engineering Battalion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

27th Cavalry Regiment M5 Stuart light tank at 
Camp Chorrera in March 1943 
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Company B, 760th Military Police 
Battalion at weekly inspection in 
1942.   
It provided town patrol and a 
motorcycle traffic control platoon 
– see below (Dick Burch) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Typical wartime Army ID card 
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THE MOBILE FORCE 

 

The Mobile Force was activated on 16 February 1940 and consisted of 4 infantry and an 

engineer regiment, plus 2 artillery battalions. The plan was to conduct a mobile defence in 

depth beginning at the beaches and not by the preparation of static defence positions 

and, as we have seen, the Atlantic side was considered the least likely invasion route 

because the few landing areas there were too small to allow the discharge of numerous 

forces simultaneously486. 

 

It had been determined pre-war that a landing in strength on the Pacific coast could be 

made in the Neuva Gorgana-San Carlos sector west of the Canal, or in the Pacora River-

Chepo area east of the Canal.  These were both around 30 to 50 miles (48 to 80 km) from 

the Canal and this was thought to allow the Mobile Force enough time to react. 

 

As mentioned already, a landing on the Atlantic side of the country was considered less 

feasible.  This was in part due to the existence of the air and sea bases in the Caribbean, 

heavy jungle and lack of suitable approach roads to the Canal, as well as “limited” landing 

sites487. 

 

The Local Joint Board (an Army/Navy/Canal authorities joint board) in 1939 considered 

that an attack by 5,000 enemy troops stood a good chance of success, by at least putting 

the Canal out of action, preventing movement of the US fleet (and likely before any 

declaration of war). 

 

Small-scale raids were thought less likely to succeed due to the presence of 

concentrations of defenders around the locks and other vital installations. 

 

 
486  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department  
487  Although these were still said to be capable landing “only” 5,000 to 10,000 men. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department
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Map of the the most likely landing areas 
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From 16 February 1941, the Mobile Force was given the role of protecting the locks and 

other facilities488.   

 

Within an hour of the news of the Pearl Harbor attack (which took place at 2 pm, Panama 

local time), the Mobile Force had been directed to put one company on alert to guard an 

alien internment camp at Balboa Quarantine Station.  3 hours later it was ordered 

there.489 

 

In January 1942, a War Department directive called for the formation and training of 

combat units for potential use either in Panama or elsewhere in the Caribbean490. 

 

The Mobile Force was augmented in early 1942 with National Guard units, with the 

150th491 and 158th Infantry492 Regiments, the 158th Artillery Battalion493, a squadron of the 

106th Cavalry Regiment, as well as detachments of medical and engineer troops.  Training 

camps were established at Pacora, Chorrera (which covered a natural approach from the 

suitable nearby landing beaches and was occupied from 3 August 1942) and Rio Hato. 

 

In September 1939, there were 13,000 troops in the Panama Canal Department; by 1 

January 1940 there were 19,500, and 40,000 by December 1941.  The peak was reached in 

 
488  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
489  Ibid. 
490  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
491  This was a unit of the West Virginia National Guard, it was mobilised on 17 January 1941 and was sent to 
Panama in March 1942, serving there until the end of the war – being deactivated at Fort Clayton on 1 
February 1946.  It also provided detachments for service in the Galapagos Islands, in Ecuador, Guatemala 
and Peru. 
492  Aka “Bushmasters” after its Panama jungle operations, this was a unit of the Arizona National Guard, 
federalised on 16 September 1940.  After training it was sent to Panama, arriving on 2 January 1942.  It 
transferred to Australia in January 1943. 
493  An Oklahoma National Guard unit.  It and the 158th Infantry Regiment were combined as a Regimental 
Combat Team (RCT), and later was to serve in the South-West Pacific under General MacArthur from 
January 1943, the RCT also using the “Bushmasters” name.  An RCT was a provisional major infantry unit 
formed by augmenting a regular infantry regiment with smaller combat, combat support and combat service 
support units.  The US Army first adopted the RCT concept just prior to World War 2. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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November 1942 with 68,000 men (although the War Department had announced a 

curtailing of assignments to the Department in July 1942, setting a ceiling for ground 

forces at 47,000 – although the Commanding General of the Caribbean Defense Command 

felt this reduced troop levels below that required to guarantee the safety of the Panama 

sector).  The new ceiling made units available for transfer out, to more active theatres. 

 

From January 1943 to the end of the war, 54 ground force units and 20,000 men were 

sent to the US for reassignment to combat units (and 4,000 more for duty with newly-

activated units), with 4 units and 3,800 men reallocated to the South-West Pacific, and 

160 men were returned to Puerto Rico for duty there. 

 

THE STRIKING FORCE 

 

In January 1941, the Army and Navy began to plan for intervention in Latin American 

states to help avert Axis-inspired movements.  In August 1940, the then Commanding 

General of the Panama Canal Department had put forward how much easier it would be 

to help maintain a friendly government in power than to oust a pro-Axis government once 

it was established, proposing that a few hundred infantrymen and a battery of pack 

howitzers transported by air from the Canal Zone could probably handle the first of these 

situations in nearby countries at least until additional forces could be dispatched from the 

Continental US494. 

 

Proposals from the Army/Navy Joint Board were for the stationing on 48 hours' notice in 

seaports and strategic interior points of US forces despatched from the Canal Zone and for 

their reinforcement, if necessary, by an Army expeditionary force from the US.  The plan 

assumed that the assistance of US forces would be requested by a recognized government 

while it was still in control of the situation, that the forces would not encounter organised 

 
494  United States 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/ch08.htm  

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm
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opposition on their arrival, and that not more than one such operation would have to be 

undertaken at a time among the 8 republics for which detailed plans were to be 

drafted495.  

 

In May 1941, the commanders of the Panama Canal Department and 15th Naval District 

were instructed to prepare plans which were to involve transporting an airborne infantry 

battalion preceded by a platoon of parachute troops from the Canal Zone to the capital of 

the state involved, while naval forces from the Canal Zone, including a small Marine 

contingent, were to enter strategic seaports.  That month, the War Department decided 

that the plans needed a full parachute battalion and General Van Voorhis activated the 

550th Infantry Airborne Battalion on 1 July 1941, filling it with volunteers from combat 

units already in Panama496. 

 

In August, the 501st Parachute Battalion arrived in the Canal Zone from Fort Benning, 

Georgia.  Both battalions participated in a mock operation at the Rio Hato airfield on 12 

September 1941. 

 

However, the main problem was the lack of adequate air transport on hand or in prospect 

to carry all of the airborne and parachute troops in a single movement.  Even if the War 

Department had been able to furnish enough aircraft, none of the landing fields in the 

capitals of the various countries could have handled the number required.   

 

Until more transports could be provided for the nascent 20th Transport Squadron (see the 

Chapter containing summaries of aircraft units), most of the troops in the initial 

movement would have to be transported in heavy and medium bombers, and the general 

reluctantly allocated half of his B-17 and B-18 strength for this purpose - but execution of 

 
495  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm  
496  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm
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any of these plans would temporarily have cut heavily into the air protection of the Canal 

and would have virtually stripped it of its scanty local naval protection497. 

 

In Summer 1941, the possibility arose that the plans might have to be put into effect, 

when an undeclared war broke out between Peru and Ecuador in July over a century-old 

boundary dispute.  However, Peru soon prevailed, and a peace agreement was signed in 

January 1942, there having been no evidence of Axis involvement or influence in any 

case498. 

 

Hence, until 1943, the US maintained a long-distance striking force as part of the 

Caribbean Defense Command (meaning parachute troops and airborne infantry) intended 

for potential use elsewhere in the Central or South America or in the Caribbean.  It also 

undertook training in Panama.   

 

The 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion was an independent airborne forces unit, having 

been formed at Fort Kobbe in Panama - originally as an air landing unit, rather than a 

parachute or glider landing unit.  It was associated with the 551st Parachute Infantry 

Battalion, that would have normally preceded it in any assault.   

 

In 1943, as threats in the region diminished, the 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion was 

redesignated the 550th Glider Infantry Battalion and departed Panama for Sicily, where it 

trained in preparation for the invasion of Southern France (Operation Dragoon) in 1944, 

as part of the 1st Airborne Task Force.  It was later transferred to England and took part in 

the Battle of the Bulge in late 1944, before being disbanded in Belgium in March 1945. 

 

The 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion had also been formed at Fort Kobbe, in November 

1942 (although their parachute training took place at Fort Benning in the US), as part of a 

 
497  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm  
498 This was the “War of ‘41” (Guerra del 41), but the dispute rumbled on, with further short conflicts in 1981 
and 1995, before a definitive peace agreement was signed in 1998. 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm
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plan to land in Vichy-controlled Martinique (see the Chapter on 1943 for more 

information on the position re Martinique499.   

 

Most of the 501st Parachute Infantry Battalion, stationed in Panama since mid-1941, 

moved to the Pacific in late 1942.  However, its Charlie Company was detached from the 

Battalion and stayed in Panama, forming the nucleus of the 551st at Fort Kobbe, before 

the main element arrived by troopship in early 1943, and thus provided a base of 

experienced officers and NCO from which to start their training in the jungles of Panama 

in January 1943500. 

 

The unofficial motto of the 551st was “GOYA”, which stood for “Get Off Your Ass,” came to 

be a symbol of their independence and fighting spirit.  It took 6 weeks of physical training, 

classes on parachute packing, and successful completion of 5 jumps from a C-33 or C-47 

aircraft to transform an ordinary soldier into an elite US Army Paratrooper.501  

 

In May 1943, the 551st began preparations for a combined parachute/glider assault to 

seize the island of Martinique by force.  Ammunition, grenades, medical supplies, and 

maps of the island were issued, and on the eve of the operation, the troopers headed to 

Howard Airfield to don parachutes and conduct their first combat jump. 

 

When it was no longer required for the planned Martinique operation502, the paratroops 

were instead moved out in August 1943 and eventually shipped to Europe, where it was 

 
499  Martinique was governed by the Vichy Government after the Fall of France in 1940, and was used by 
German U-boats during the Battle of the Caribbean.  However, Free French forces took over on the island on 
Bastille Day in July 1943.  In May 1943, the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion had been put on alert for a 
possible parachute landing on the island. 
500 https://dothaneagle.com/eufaula_tribune/news/history-of-the-551st-parachute-infantry-and-their-
demise-at-the-battle-of-the-bulge/article_03b2b41e-d314-11e8-8776-bb24e86db10f.html 
501  https://dothaneagle.com/eufaula_tribune/news/history-of-the-551st-parachute-infantry-and-their-
demise-at-the-battle-of-the-bulge/article_03b2b41e-d314-11e8-8776-bb24e86db10f.html  
502  The French Admiral in charge of the Vichy forces on Martinique learned of the impending US operation, 
and promptly fled the island, turning over control to a US Navy Admiral. 

https://dothaneagle.com/eufaula_tribune/news/history-of-the-551st-parachute-infantry-and-their-demise-at-the-battle-of-the-bulge/article_03b2b41e-d314-11e8-8776-bb24e86db10f.html
https://dothaneagle.com/eufaula_tribune/news/history-of-the-551st-parachute-infantry-and-their-demise-at-the-battle-of-the-bulge/article_03b2b41e-d314-11e8-8776-bb24e86db10f.html
https://dothaneagle.com/eufaula_tribune/news/history-of-the-551st-parachute-infantry-and-their-demise-at-the-battle-of-the-bulge/article_03b2b41e-d314-11e8-8776-bb24e86db10f.html
https://dothaneagle.com/eufaula_tribune/news/history-of-the-551st-parachute-infantry-and-their-demise-at-the-battle-of-the-bulge/article_03b2b41e-d314-11e8-8776-bb24e86db10f.html
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badly mauled in fighting in Belgium in January 1945, with survivors being absorbed into 

the 82nd Airborne Division, being formally deactivated later in January. 

 

EXPERIMENTS IN JUNGLE GLIDER LANDING  

Something that was being experimented with in 

Panama was eventually to prove of value in combat 

on the other side of the world.   

 

A Major William H Taylor had been undertaking 

experimental jungle landings of troop-carrying 

gliders in Panama using the CG-4A in 1943-44503, 

and attracted the attention of officers seeking to 

establish a new Air Commando organisation, 

inspired by the Wingate Chindit operations in 

Burma504, and with the original intention of 

spearheading such operations there.   

 

Part of the plans involved using gliders to fly in 

artillery and other heavy equipment into jungle 

bases.  Taylor was selected to be commander of the 

glider detachment and travelled to Kentucky to help 

form and train a new unit505, which was to take part 

in operations in Burma in 1944. 

 
503  This was the most widely-used troop-carrying and cargo glider of the war, used by both the US and 
British forces (the latter naming it the Hadrian), with more than 13,000 built.  It was built of wood and metal 
and was fabric-covered, had 2 crew and could carry 13 troops, or a Jeep, light artillery or other equipment.  
It was usually towed by a C-47 Dakota transport aircraft (n.b. it was prominently featured in the film “A 
Bridge Too Far” about the Arnhem operation). 
504  The Long Range Penetration Groups of the British and Indian Armies undertook operations behind 
enemy lines in Burma 1943-44, depending on air supply and air evacuation of sick and wounded.  They had 
been the idea of Brigadier Orde Wingate, who died in an air crash in 1944. 
505  The 5318th Provisional Air Unit, whose men included former child film star Jackie Coogan.  Its large force 
of aircraft included 150 cargo gliders, transport aircraft, smaller types, and even a handful of the new YR-4 
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SOME OF THE GROUND UNITS PRESENT IN PANAMA DURING THE WAR 

 

THE 2nd FIELD ARTILLERY BATTALION506 

 

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 75 mm (2.95 inch) 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 Italy507. 

 

It had been assigned to the Panama Canal Division on 17 March 1930 and designated a 75 

mm H (Pack) regiment. The 1st Battalion was activated on 30 April 1930 at Fort Davis, with 

the redesignation and consolidation of the 2nd Field Artillery Bn. (Portee508).  Battery B 

participated in experimental airlift of artillery from France Field to Rio Hato on 20 March 

1931.  It was attached to HQ, Pacific Sector on 15 April 1932 when the Panama Canal 

Division was inactivated.  The 1st Battalion transferred in 1934 to Fort Clayton.  It was 

reorganised and redesignated 2nd Field Artillery Battalion on 13 January 1941.509 

 
helicopters: Silent Skies: Gliders at War 1939-1945 by Tim Lynch (Pen & Sword), 2008; and Gliders of World 
War II: The Bastards No One Wanted by Michael H Manion (Pickle Partners Publishing), 2015; Project 9: The 
Birth of the Air Commandos in World War II by Dennis R. Okerstrom (University of Missouri Press), 2014. 
506  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  
507  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm  
508  “Portee” denoted that the guns were/could be carried on trucks. 
509  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
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2nd Field Artillery at 
Camp Gaillard 1933 – 
35 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
75mm howitzer 
of the 2nd Field 
Artillery 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 reportedly thought 

to be the best jungle-trained troops in the US Army510), when they redeployed to Trinidad.  

 
510  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). 

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
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Later detachments also went to Surinam, while volunteers were sent to South-East Asia to 

become part of Merrill’s Marauders511.   

 

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

received the new M1 Garand rifle512. 

 

The unit was deactivated in the US in May 1944, being 

reactivated and returned to Fort Clayton in February 1946513. 

 

Official Insignia of the 33rd Infantry Regiment 

 

 

 

Note: The 79th Army Band was to become the longest-serving US Army unit in Panama 

(and thus beating the record of the 33rd Infantry), serving there from World War 2 until 

1999514. 

Jungle training in 
gas masks, 
November 1942 
(Photo by 
Keystone/Getty 
Images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
511  A US force which, like the British Chindits, operated behind enemy lines in Burma. 
512  The standard US Army rifle from World War 2 to the 1960s, with deliveries to units from 1937 replacing 
the M1903 Springfeld. 
513  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  
514  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/33rdinfreg.pdf
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm
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Army “war dogs” in 
Panama, 1943 
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14th INFANTRY REGIMENT – THE “JUNGLEERS” 

  

Photo taken in 1938515 

 
515  http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-Panama/h738pix.html  

The Jungleers Song 
Down in Panama there’s a dragon’s claw, - 

And there’s none who dares molest it. 

It’s the regiment that is competent, 

To rout all who contest it: 

And it can’t be beat by the tropic heat, 

So throughout the hemispheres 

As you march along, shout the fighting song – 

Of the Fourteenth Jungleers. 

 

We will shed no tears for the Jungleers, - 

We’re the outfit that can take it. 

There’s no gorge so deep, - there’s no hill so steep, 

hat the Fourteenth cannot make it; 

So we’ll sling our packs high upon our backs, 

In the Fourteenth Jungleers. 

When we hit the trail we will never fail 

With the Fourteenth Jungleers. 

 

In our dragon clan men have led the van, - 

And have travelled west in battle. 

From the Artic haze – to the jungle maze, - 

They have heard their gun’s last rattle. 

So we’ll drink a toast to our hero host, 

Of the Fourteenth Jungleers: 

Then we’ll march along to the fighting song 

Of the Fourteenth Jungleers. 

http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-

Panama/h740bugle.html  

http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-Panama/h738pix.html
http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-Panama/h740bugle.html
http://www.i-kirk.info/14thInfantry/7-Panama/h740bugle.html
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150th INFANTRY REGIMENT 

 

This was a unit of the West Virginia National Guard, it was mobilised on 17 January 1941 

and was sent to Panama in March 1942, serving there until the end of the war – being 

deactivated at Fort Clayton on 1 February 1946.  It also provided detachments for service 

in the Galapagos Islands, in Ecuador, Guatemala and Peru516. 

 

As an illustration of the work being undertaken by the the 150th Infantry Regiment in June 

1942. It was used – 

• at the Miraflores Locks and associated facilities – 5 officers and 219 men; 

• at Pedro Miguel Locks (including smoke generators) – 5 officers and 165 men 

• at Gatun Locks (again including operating smoke generators, and forming the 

Transit Explosive Guard) – 7 officers and 209 men517. 

 

On 1 June 1943, the Panama Security Command was disestablished and the Mobile Force 

resumed responsibility for such security.518 

 

158th INFANTRY REGIMENT – THE “BUSHMASTERS” 

 

Aka “Bushmasters” after its Panama jungle operations, this was a unit of the Arizona 

National Guard519, a part of the 45th Infantry Division, federalised on 16 September 1940.  

After training it was sent to Panama, arriving on 2 January 1942.  It transferred to Australia 

 
516  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
517  Ibid. 
518  Ibid. 
519  https://www.jstor.org/stable/26478372  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26478372


283 
 

in January 1943, as part of a Regimental Combat Team (RCT) with the 158th Artillery 

Battalion (see below)520 for operations in the South-West Pacific521. 

 

158th ARTILLERY BATTALION 

 

An Oklahoma National Guard unit.  It and the 158th Infantry Regiment (see above) were 

combined as a Regimental Combat Team (RCT), and later was to serve in the South-West 

Pacific under General MacArthur from January 1943, the RCT also using the 

“Bushmasters” name522.   

 

An RCT was a provisional major infantry unit formed by augmenting a regular infantry 

regiment with smaller combat, combat support and combat service support units.  The US 

Army first adopted the RCT concept just prior to World War 2.523 

 

  

 
520 Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
521https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=OKLAHOMA%20NATIONAL%20GUAR
D  
522  Ibid. 
523  Ibid. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=OKLAHOMA%20NATIONAL%20GUARD
https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=OKLAHOMA%20NATIONAL%20GUARD
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Chapter 18 

THE ARMY'S SEA MINES 

 

As we have seen, under US law, the defence of harbours and the US sea coast (and the 

Canal Zone) was the responsibility of the Army.  One of the methods used to protect 

harbours was to lay minefields.  However, unlike the minefields of open water, employed 

by the Navy, the Army employed controlled minefields. 

 

Rather than being detonated merely by contact, Army minefields were connected to the 

shore via a series of electrical cables. Main cables from shore went to a junction box, with 

each junction box typically supporting 19 mines524.   

 

One of the obvious advantages of a controlled minefield was that a shipping channel could 

be completely mined, and yet still usable for friendly shipping. 

 

Establishing an effective controlled minefield involved a fairly large investment in 

infrastructure.  The minefield would actually only be planted when hostilities are 

imminent and hence storage and maintenance facilities ashore would be needed for the 

mines.   

 
524  DC current was used to monitor and test the mines, as well as signal to the shore that contact had been 
made. AC current would then be used to detonate the mine. 
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Typically, a mine storage shed would hold the mine itself.  A separate magazine would be 

built to hold the explosives for the mine.  Provision also had to be made for putting the 

mines in place, with wharves for the “mine planting” ships, tramway tracks to facilitate 

movement of the mines from storage to the wharf, and storage for many miles of 

electrical cable was needed, in addition to other specialised equipment and facilities.  If 

electricity supplies were not available, power generation facilities would also be needed. 

 

Generally speaking, Army controlled minefields could be fired one of 3 ways by command, 

by contact or by delayed contact -   

• Command detonation was controlled by a central control (known as the mine 

casemate) which would send the signal to detonate a particular mine.  The control 

centre also needed communications to observation stations, as well as plotting 

tables and plotters to track any enemy and decide which mines to detonate etc.  

As well as the observation stations, for night firing, searchlights were used to track 

and illuminate targets; 

• Where visibility was impaired for some reason, the minefield could be set to fire 

on contact, much like a traditional minefield; 

• Delayed contact involved the mine itself served as a sensor, telling the control 

centre when contact had been made – so that the commander could then order 

detonation after a few seconds delay (which had advantages by means where the 
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damage to a ship might be caused).  This method also allowed the mine 

commander discrimination in his targets, so that he could ignore a small scouting 

vessel in favour of a better target, for example.  

 

The US Army had what was called the Army Mine Planter Service (AMPS), dating back to 

1918, which laid the minefields.  It came under the Coastal Artillery Corps and installed 

and maintained all underwater minefields forming part of the US coastal defences – these 

including those in the Canal Zone and Manila Bay in the Philippines. 

 

THE PRE-WAR MINE PLANTERS - Before World War I, the us Army possessed a fleet of 

mine planters and other vessels to support its large 

number of coast defence commands; for installing and 

maintaining underwater mine fields and anti-

submarine nets at the various harbour defences in the 

Continental USA and the 3 overseas Departments 

(including the Canal Zone).  

In 1917, it was found that the number of mine planters 

was inadequate to meet the needs of these commands 

so the Army placed orders for at least 24 new vessels (8 

primary and 16 junior planters) during the war.  

However, the new classes were completed too late to 

participate in the war and, in the early 1920s, 5 of the 8 

new primary planters were transferred to the US Coast 

Guard or to the US Lighthouse Service. The remaining 

3, along with the 6 other older mine planters formed 

the backbone of the Army’s mine planting service in 

the interwar period.  6 were located at various 

commands in the Continental USA; 2 of the primary 

planters were assigned to the Philippine and just 1 to 
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the Panama Canal Department.  Hawaii had no primary 

planter, but did have 2 (later 3), Harbor Boat Service 

vessels that were used to support the training of 

coastal artillery batteries and planting sections from 

time to time (and, occasionally, the primary planters 

from San Francisco or Puget Sound would travel to 

Hawaii to also support those activities).525 

 

The vessels used were called “Mine Planters” and not minelayers (the Navy used 

minelayers to sow sea minefields), and these had to be of a fairly substantial size, despite 

being purely for coastal use.  They had to be able to carry several mines, plus the 

equipment (booms etc) to deploy or recover them.  There would also be a need for other, 

smaller vessels also used, to lay cables, for example526. 

US Army Mine Planter Lt Col Ellery W Niles – in 
June 1940 she was despatched to Fort Amador 
and in June-August 1940, with the Gen William 
M Graham, installed the wartime minefields 
protecting the Canal Zone527 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
525  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf see Chapter 27 Army Mine Planters and Cable Ships 
526  https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/  
527  http://www.navsource.org/archives/30/11/1102.htm  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/
http://www.navsource.org/archives/30/11/1102.htm
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US Army Mine Planter Gen William M Graham – in 

June-August 1940, with the Lt Col Ellery W Niles, 

installed the wartime minefields protecting the 

Canal Zone.  The was decommissioned and sold in 

Panama in 1945 and renamed SS Panama City, 

eventually being scrapped in 1948528. 

 

 

 

THE MINE PLANTERS OF THE CANAL ZONE IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

U.S.A.M.P. General William M Graham529  

 

(Coast Defences of Cristobal) Station — Fort Sherman 1919–41.  

 

Built by New York Shipbuilding Company and launched 29 August 1917 at Camden, New 

Jersey. Named in honour of Brigadier General William M Graham, who served as a general 

officer in the US Army in both the American Civil War and the Spanish-American War.  

Accepted for service by the Quartermaster Corps on 3 January 1918 and assigned to the 

Panama Coast Artillery District.  It was the first US Army boat designed to be a combined 

mine planter and cable ship.  

 

Stationed at Fort Sherman, as of January 1919. Further assigned to the Coast Defences of 

Cristobal on 9 November 1920.  Typically docked at the mine wharf at Fort Sherman.  

 
528  http://www.navsource.org/archives/30/11/1105.htm  
529  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

http://www.navsource.org/archives/30/11/1105.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
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In coordination with the U.S.A.M.P. Lieutenant Colonel Ellery W Niles, in June-August 1940 

the General William M Graham installed the wartime minefields that protected the 

Panama Canal Zone. 

 

Sold to Panama in 1945 as the Panama City; deleted from the list of US Merchant Vessels 

after 1949. 

 

U.S.A.M.P. Lieutenant Colonel Ellery W Niles530 

 

(Coast Defenses of San Francisco) Station — Fort Baker, California 1939–41.  

 

Built by Pusey and Jones Shipbuilding Company and launched on 22 July 1937 at 

Wilmington, Delaware.  Named in honour of Lieutenant Colonel Ellery W Niles, a former 

mine planter commander and the chief of war plans in the Office of the Chief of Coast 

Artillery when he passed away in 1929.  

 

Accepted for service by the Quartermaster Corps in July 1937 and assigned to the Coast 

Defences of San Francisco.  Stationed at Fort Du Pont, Delaware, during outfitting and 

initial shakedown period.  Departed Fort Du Pont in May 1938 en route for Fort Baker, via 

the Panama Canal.  Arrived at Fort Winfield Scott, California, in June 1938. 

 
530  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
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Typically docked at the mine wharf at Fort Winfield Scott until 1939 when it was moved to 

a new mine wharf built at Fort Baker across San Francisco Bay.  

 

On detached service to Fort Rosecrans, California, in January 1939 to conduct training with 

the Harbor Defences of San Diego and to Fort Amador in June 1940 for mining operations 

with the Harbor Defences of Balboa.   

 

In coordination with the U.S.A.M.P. General William M Graham, in June-August 1940 it 

installed the wartime minefields that protected the Canal Zone during World War 2.  

It was sold after World War 2; renamed as the civilian F V Hunt and served as an acoustical 

research ship in the Bahamas; operating as the Cayman Salvage Master in the Cayman 

Islands as of the mid-1980s. 

 

U.S.A.M.P. General J Franklin Bell531  

 

Fort Randolph 1940–41  

 

Built by Fabricated Shipbuilding Company and launched in 1920 at Milwaukee.  Named in 

honour of Major General J Franklin Bell, Chief of Staff, US Army 1906-10.  

 

 
531  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
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Relieved from the Harbour Defences of Puget Sound in May 1940 and assigned to the 

Harbour Defences of Balboa.  Departed Fort Worden in May 1940 and arrived at Fort 

Randolph in June 1940.  

 

Renamed as U.S.A.M.P. Brigadier General John J Hayden in 1941.  

 

Sold after World War 2. 

 

U.S.A.J.M.P. Major Clarence M Condon532  

 

Fort Amador 1941.  

Built by Defoe Shipbuilding Company and launched in 1919 at Bay City, Michigan MI.  

Accepted for service by the Quartermaster Corps on 30 June 1921.  Named in honour of 

Major Clarence M Condon, who was awarded the Medal of Honor for gallantry in action in 

the Philippines in 1899. 

 

Functioned in the Harbor Boat Service as a freight and passenger craft 1931-41 at 

Pensacola Harbor.  

Reconditioned as a junior mine planter in 1941, transferred to the Panama Canal  

Department, and assigned to the Panama Coast Artillery Command.   

 
532  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf
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Chapter 19 

THE CANAL ZONE POST OFFICE AND WARTIME CENSORSHIP 

 

A postal service was established in the Canal Zone in June 1904, under the supervision of 

the Treasurer of the Canal Zone.  Until October 1928 it used US stamps, when the first 

permanent issued (the 2c Goethals) was issued533. 

 

Airmail came to the Canal Zone in 1929 and in 1938 the 

Canal Zone Post Office issued a series of stamps 

commemorating the 25th Silver Jubilee anniversary of the 

opening of the Canal, and the 10th anniversary of airmail 

service. 

 

In 1939, the Post Office issued a further series of 16 stamps commemorating the 25th 

anniversary of the Canal's completion, depicting "before" and "after" views of various 

points along the Canal.  Such as Balboa before and after in the stamps below - 

 

 

During World War 2, an influx of US military personnel brought on an Army Post Office 

(APO) system534, often located in Canal Zone Post Offices.  Mail was also delivered by the 

 
533  https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/postal.htm 
534  Military post offices operated or supported by the Army (or now the USAF) use the abbreviation APO 
(Army Post Office or Air Force Post Office), while Navy, Coast Guard, and Marine Corps use the city 
abbreviation FPO (Fleet Post Office). 

https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/postal.htm
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Navy and Sixth Air Force to Galapagos Island Naval Station; Salinas, Ecuador; and Talera, 

Peru via the Canal Zone535. 

 

US Army Postal Service, APO at 
Howard Field, Fort Kobbe, Canal 
Zone Headquarters and 
Headquarters Squadron 72nd 
Observation Group Concession 
Airmail to Myerstown, 
Pennsylvania; passed by Army 
Censor.536 

 

 

 

 

The Canal Zone Postal Service returned to a state of 'normal' after the war, producing new 

issues to accommodate changing postal rates537. 

 

As already mentioned, security in the Canal Zone had been tightened in the lead up to 

war, with photography eventually being banned in the Canal Zone and, as detailed above, 

there was considerable concern about espionage in and affecting the Canal.  As in the 

other warring countries, censorship was introduced. 

 

Strict censorship was imposed on US forces’ mail.  At first servicemen could not even 

indicate their geographical location, and this caused anxiety at home, particularly after the 

invasion of North Africa in 1942538.  The restriction was later lifted, allowing men to use 

the term “in the Caribbean Defense”, and later still just “Panama”.539 

 

 

 
535  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/postoffices.htm  
536  https://www.postalhistory.com/results.asp?group=20&sort=3&cc=AP&cs=cz  
537  https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/canal-zone-stamps  
538  Interestingly, troops in North Africa were able to give their almost exact location in their mail. 
539  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/postoffices.htm
https://www.postalhistory.com/results.asp?group=20&sort=3&cc=AP&cs=cz
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/canal-zone-stamps
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Civil censorship was initiated and administered in the Canal Zone by the Assistant. Chief of 

Staff for Military Intelligence (G-2) of the Panama Canal Department until March 1942 

when the administration was transferred to the Office of Censorship540. 

 

From October 1941, preparations had been in hand to introduce large-scale censorship.  

However, planning and recruitment was slow, but by December 1941, around 40 

prospective civilian employees had been recruited and screened.  These were principally 

dependents of Army or Navy servicemen and Panama Canal employees. 

 

The Navy had responsibility for censorship of telecommunications in both Panama and the 

Canal Zone during the war, employing some 50 Panamanians in an examination station 

located next to the All-American Cable Office in Balboa.  There was also supervision of 

telecommunications by forces’ personnel at cable offices in Panama City – Panama was 

the only country in the region that permitted such an arrangement. 

 

On 12 December 1941, the War Department ordered that all mail would begin to be 

examined within 48 hours and under direction of the Intelligence Branch of the Panama 

Canal Department.  In fact, such examination began within 12 hours using the civilian 

rectuits and accommodation borrowed from the Canal authorities.  However, when non-

essential civilians were evacuated, most of the civilian recruits were lost.  Henceforth, 

employment was offered to Canal Zone residents, and latterly to citizens of Panama and 

other Central American republics.  Despite the latter moves, language problems 

continued. 

 
540  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  

http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
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More than 80% of mail was in Spanish, much of it in dialects and using colloquial 

expressions making translations into standard English difficult541.  Spanish and English 

classes for those involved in the censorship helped.542 

 

The Canal Zone Censor Stations were originally meant to examine all mail sent to and from 

the Canal Zone and all mail passing through the Canal Zone (though note that the Navy 

also had its own Fleet Post Office, see below).  However, this original objective was found 

to be untenable due to problems in finding housing for the 800 personnel that would be 

required543. 

 

From 8 December 1941, the Army’s Censorship Office examined both civilian and military 

mail, and from March 1942, the job of examining civilian mail was transferred to the War 

Department and reassigned to a branch of the Office of Censorship, a separate civilian 

agency.  The military office was then redesignated the Sector Censorship Detachment 

under the Intelligence Service of the Panama Canal Department.544   

 

Until the start of February 1942, all mail between the US and Central and South America 

(including Panama and the Canal Zone) was examined in the US, but not mail from the UK.  

Hence, the staffing requirement in the Canal Zone was halved to 400 by only having to 

examine local mail, and mail between Central and South American countries.  In the 

stations there were sections for business mail, personal mail, Army Post Office mail and 

Panama mail545. 

 

 
541  My wife, a professional interpreter, who in the past has had to deal with people from all over Latin 
America can testify that standard Spanish is not always adequate to deal with all the possible variations, not 
to mention poor Spanish from those ill-educated for one reason or another. 
542  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
543  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  
544  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
545  Until May 1943 censorship of Army mail was undertaken by Canal Zone Censor Stations. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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 Censorship Office, Balboa546 

 

The Censor Stations were 

in Balboa and Cristobal, 

with a further substation 

for Balboa. Virtually all 

Panama and Canal Zone 

surface mail went to and 

from Cristobal, which was 

also the International Post Exchange for rerouting of surface mail.  Later, when it was 

found that some airmail was bypassing censorship547, a further substation of Balboa was 

set up in David.  Almost all airmail for Panama and the Canal Zone passed through Albrook 

Field, a scheduled stop for all airlines operating between North and South America, with 

Balboa responsible for censorship – with some airmail examined at Cristobal in 1943.548 

 

  

Censorship Office, Cristobal549 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
546  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/PObalcensor.jpg  
547  Passing through Puerto Armuelles and airmail passing through David. 
548  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  
549  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POatlcensorcris.jpg  

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/PObalcensor.jpg
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POatlcensorcris.jpg
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The Censor Stations were also responsible for censorship of film, travellers’ papers, 

Merchant Marine and Armed Guard550 mail, as well as diplomatic mail.  It also checked the 

mail for use of secret inks or codes, and assisted the examining of Navy’s Fleet Post Office 

(FPO) mail.551 

 

In September 1942, a Cesar Vallarino was arrested as he left the Canal Zone for Lima and 

found to have 5 letters concealed in his shoe.  The letters made reference to large transfer 

of US funds to Lima for the firm of Vallarino y Gallardo, of which he was an agent.  He 

confessed to a wilful attempt to evade censorship laws.  He was released and allowed to 

proceed to Lima after 2 days552. 

 

1943 saw a further increase in Spanish-speaking examiners in the Sector Censorship 

Detachment, as the increase in the number of Puerto Rican troops in Panama. 

 

In 1944, the censorship of private photographs taken by military personnel was added to 

the workload of the Sector Censorship Detachment, and by May 1945  it was examining 

more than 20,000 negatives a month553.  

 

All censorship ended on 15 August 1945, having been estimated that about 7.5 million 

pieces of mail were censored by the Canal Zone Censor Stations554. 

 

 
550  The Armed Guard were US Navy personnel carried aboard US merchant vessels to man defences.  For 
more on the Naval Armed Guard Service see https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-
room/title-list-alphabetically/n/naval-armed-guard-service-in-world-war-ii.html  
551  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  
552  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/VALLARINO-Cesar-Arrest-of-while-enroute-Lima-
Peru-from-the-Panama-Canal-Zone-8-December-1942.pdf  
553  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
554  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/n/naval-armed-guard-service-in-world-war-ii.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/n/naval-armed-guard-service-in-world-war-ii.html
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/VALLARINO-Cesar-Arrest-of-while-enroute-Lima-Peru-from-the-Panama-Canal-Zone-8-December-1942.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/VALLARINO-Cesar-Arrest-of-while-enroute-Lima-Peru-from-the-Panama-Canal-Zone-8-December-1942.pdf
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
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Validation slip used by the US Army civilian censorship office in the Canal Zone 

 

 

 

 
Censorship Office, 15th Naval District and Fort Amador555 

 

556 

Examples of wartime censor stamps 

 

 

 

 

 
555  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POama15thposcensor_small.jpg  
556  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POama15thposcensor_small.jpg
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
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Chapter 20 

DISCRIMINATION IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

Until 1945, the US authorities applied a “Jim Crow” discrimination system in the Canal 

Zone, with white US persons rated higher than non-whites.  In fact, the schools in the 

Zone were only fully desegregated in the 1970s, and the US Civil Rights Act enforced557, 

some 20 years after schools had been desegregated in the Continental US558.   

 

For a long time, and certainly during World War 2, the Canal Zone was segregated 

between American and Caribbean workers, with everything from shops to latrines 

designated as "Gold" (for Americans) and "Silver" (for West Indian and Caribbean 

workers).  These terms originated from the construction of the original Panama Railroad in 

the middle of the 19th Century, when Americans were paid higher wages in gold and West 

Indians received lower salaries in silver (for more see the Chapter on the Gold and Silver 

Rolls system).  White workers, including labourers, received the better clinical care in the 

Canal Zone and their homes even benefited from mosquito screens559. 

 

In 1936, President Roosevelt had said he would do away with the discriminatory, Gold and 

Silver Roll, practices in the Canal Zone but nothing had happened (and would not until the 

mid-1950s).560 

 

One example of the friction that US policies could bring about affected the Army 

Transportation Division and the fleet of small vessels it maintained during the war.  Where 

 
557  As one black woman born in the Canal Zone after World War 2 said, "I was born in the same hospital as 
John McCain, but he walked out an American and I walked out a Panamanian"; and she did not come into 
contact with white Zonians until the schools were desegregated in the 1970s.  Instead, she was raised 
separately, in a culture that drew from her Panamanian and Caribbean roots: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016  
558  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
559  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
560  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://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/
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
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separate living quarters could be arranged aboard the vessel, a “native” crew could be 

employed under white licensed personnel.  It was also usually considered desirable, even 

with an all-white crew, that the vessel complement be either entirely military or entirely 

civilian, since the great disparity in pay made the average soldier disgruntled if he worked 

alongside civilians. 

 

Pre-war, and in the name of public health and disease prevention, “sanitation zones” were 

created to exclude Panamanians and contain West Indians. The map below shows the 

geographic spread of gold/silver towns and sanitation zones by 1936561 - 

 

 

 
561  https://canalzoneclassrooms.wordpress.com/segregation/  

https://canalzoneclassrooms.wordpress.com/segregation/
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A petty example of the de facto discrimination is provided at Kobbe Beach, a favourite 

place for bathers from the US forces and civil employees of the Canal Zone.  However, the 

regulations of the US authorities prohibited access to people classified as part of the Silver 

Roll, meaning the non-American562. 

 

In another example, at the main railway stations at Colón, Gatún, Balboa and at the Pacific 

Terminal Station on the Plaza 5 de Mayo there were separate sections for Gold Roll and 

Silver Roll passengers563. 

 

Even in death there was discrimination, witnessed by the two adjacent cemeteries at 

Corozal – one for “Gold Roll” and white US citizens, and the other, larger one for “Silver 

Roll”.564 

 

In 1942, Signal Corp troops sent to Panama included, for the first time since World War 1, 

black troops, with the first unit being activated there being the 275th Signal Construction 

Company, sent to Panama to build a pole line.  It was not welcome in the view of the 

Panamanian Government, and returned to the US after completing its task565.566 

 
562  https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/04/la-playa-de-kobbe-o-kobbe-beach-club-un.html  
563  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/07/estacion-de-ferrocarril-de-la-comunidad.html  
564  See the relevant entry in Annex 3 for the Corozal American Cemetery. 
565  The Signal Corps encountered similar, or worse, problems with its black troops elsewhere – Australia did 
not want them, they were unacceptable in China, and even in Africa their presence is said to have caused 
discontent amongst the local inhabitants.  Of course, there were problems even in the US itself, such as 
around Camp Crowder in Missouri, where so-called negro construction units trained: The Signal Corps: The 
Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, Pauline M Oates & Dulany 
Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003.  
566  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 

https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/04/la-playa-de-kobbe-o-kobbe-beach-club-un.html
https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/07/estacion-de-ferrocarril-de-la-comunidad.html
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Black US troops from a Signal Corps unit erecting a telephone line in Panama 

 

 

 

To illustrate the situation, there follows an extract of an interview of Edward R Clark, 

Consular Officer in Panama City 1946-1949, and Deputy Chief of Mission Panama City 

1960-1963. 

 

“Like any place.  You had the good and bad.  There was such a clash of cultures 

there between the Americans in the Canal Zone and the Panamanians.  The 

standard of living was so different; the values were so different.  It was just normal 

that there would be resentment.  They had 2 different scales of pay...the gold 

standard and the silver standard.  Also, racially there were problems.  Many 

Americans were from the South which made the problem of race more difficult.  

Quite frankly there were many people in the Canal Zone that I came to know very 

well and liked. But as a group they wanted their privileges and would fight for it… 
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…the official situation was [there was] the gold standard and the silver standard.  

White people only in the gold bathroom and others in the silver bathroom and 

facilities.  They got paid on different wage schedules.  That was all official.  I have 

seen some ugly scenes there, very embarrassing.  But I have seen some in 

Washington, too, when I came [back to Washington] in 1941.  I will never forget 

that the first evening I was in Washington I got on a bus and all of a sudden the bus 

driver said, "Get back in the bus you black son of a bitch".  I saw this scene 

duplicated many times in the Canal Zone.  Same thing. 

 

You had the colonial attitude in the Canal Zone.  The [US] Embassy was always 

trying to cope with that situation vis-a-vis the Panamanian government.  The 

government would make their complaints through us.  We would then have to see 

what we could do with the Canal Zone authorities to smooth things over.  So, I 

think on the contrary the Embassy's job was to try to keep irritations to a minimum.  

At that time, of course, we had a major problem with the bases that we had 

constructed all through the Republic of Panama during the war.  We were 

renegotiating that agreement and it went on for a long time.  It came to a head in 

1948.  The Panamanian National Assembly rejected the agreement.  We were 

asking to retain a number of bases.  Secretary of State Marshall had warned them 

that if this did happen we would withdraw, which they didn't believe.  But it was a 

very, very heated debate and a very critical time in our relationship.  Within 48 

hours we got everybody out of Panama...not the Canal Zone.  We must have had 20 

bases in Panama.”567 

 

A 1939 report for the Office of Education at the US Department of the Interior on public 

education in the Canal Zone included the following points -568 

 
567  https://www.adst.org/Readers/Panama.pdf (Association for Diplomatic Studies & Training) 
568  Public Education in the Panama Canal Zone. Bulletin, 1939, No. 8 by Katherine M Cook (Office of 
Education, United States Department of the Interior): https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542489.pdf 
Note that, until the Canal Zone Government took over responsibility for the schools system in 1906 schools 
were not segregated based on colour or race. 

https://www.adst.org/Readers/Panama.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542489.pdf
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• The Canal Zone is unique among American communities in a number of ways.  

Approximately half its population of 38,873 is made up of white persons who are 

citizens of the United States; while the other half (approximately) discussed ai 

another section, are coloured, non-citizens, chiefly men and women from the 

island of Jamaica, close by, of the British West' Indies; 

 

• The bulk of the population lives in …Balboa on the Pacific…and Cristobal on the 

adjacent to the Panamanian cities Panama and Colon.  Other smaller settlements 

are located along the route of the Canal; 

 

• Both military and naval forces are maintained in the Zone, lending to the character 

of the community both civil and military aspects.  The Government assumes many 

of the responsibilities for the welfare of the community that are usually 

characteristic of a military reservation housing, for example, and the maintenance 

of commissaries.  In addition, it provides educational facilities for its employees 

resident in the Zone, a responsibility not generally assumed on military 

reservations; 

 

• The schools of the Canal Zone are supported by direct appropriation made by the 

Congress of the United States for the purposes indicated.  School facilities are free 

to children of residents of the Canal Zone and employees of the Panama Canal, the 

United States Army, Navy, and Marine Corps personnel and other "gold", that is, 

white personnel (United States Government employees) resident on the Isthmus.  

Separate schools are maintained for white and coloured children; 
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“Castenets and drums are used by this youthful 
class at Paraisu Elementary School to enliven 
their music lesson in Spanish. The teacher is 
Miss Emily Butcher, Music Supervisor in the 
Latin American Schools. Difficulty was 
encountered in finding suitable song bocks in 
Spanish for elementary grades, but children 
enjoyed singing Spanish songs. Miss Butcher 
said” 
(The Panama Canal Review, 1 April 1955) 

 

 

• Approximately half the population of the Canal Zone and slightly more than half 

the children enrolled in the schools are coloured.  The adult coloured population is 

made up almost wholly of laborers employed in the work of repair and 

maintenance of the Canal; 

 

• Approximately half of the coloured employees of the Panama Canal are housed in 

the Canal Zone; the others live in the Republic of Panama.  A separate section in 

each zone community is set aside for coloured employees.  They live in homes 

provided by the Government as do white employees and can purchase food and 

clothing through the commissaries at moderate prices.  The Government furnishes 

also free public-school facilities for the coloured residents through the elementary 

and junior high school levels. 

 

Finally, there follows extracts from Black Labor on a White Canal: West Indians in Panama 

1904-80 by Michael L Conniff (Latin American Institute Research Paper Series No. 11), May 

1989.  These extracts also remind one that the wartime governments of Panama also 

employed discriminatory measures of its own, following the policies and Constitution of 

President Arias Madrid, distinct from the racial discrimination used by the US in the Canal 

Zone. 
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Panamanian chauvinism was one of the main reasons why the West Indian origin 

community in Panama was not fully integrated.  It was only after World War 2 that 

Panama extended full citizenship to those of West Indian descent and promoted 

interchange between them and the host society. 

 

The racial segregation instituted through the Gold and Silver Rolls also reinforced 

discrimination.   The designations gold and silver were attached to pay windows, 

toilets, commissaries, quarters, clinics, recreation facilities, postal windows, and 

virtually everything else although managers of the Canal avoiding admitting any 

segregation based on colour, as this would have been questionable under both US 

and Panamanian constitutions.  Yet the Gold/Silver system bore a strong 

resemblance to codified racism and Canal Zone officials even kept a few well-to-do 

or talented West Indians on the Gold roll and paid them higher wages to show that 

the barrier was not, in theory at least, impermeable. 

 

The greatest schism in the work force lay between West Indians and Panamanians.  

The latter were racially heterogeneous, Including some whites, many mestizos (like 

President Arisa Madrid), some Amerindians, and the so-called “colonial blacks”, 

descended from the days of the Spanish slave trade.  There was a preference for 

lightness of skin, a preference that was reinforced by Canal Zone segregation 

policies and thus racism exacerbated rivalry between West Indians and 

Panamanians. even when they realised that the Canal Zone officials exploited them 

both. 

 

The Panamanian elite had long before recognised that Americans only wanted to 

deal with whites, so they came to an understanding.  Both would cooperate in 

keeping the non-white populations of Panama and the Canal Zone in a subordinate 

position.   This came after, in 1910, the president and first vice-president had both 

died, so that “mulatto” Liberal Party leader Carlos Mendoza succeeded to the 
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highest office.  The US chargé d'affaires569, acting with the approval of George W 

Goethals (Chief Engineer of the Canal and later Governor), convinced the US State 

Department that Mendoza should be barred from office.  He then got Mendoza to 

desist, in exchange for a promise that he would be minister of finance.  The chargé 

had also tried to dictate who would be interim president by threatening military 

intervention and even annexation. 

 

After a failed strike in 1921, no trade union existed for Silver Roll workers until 

1946, when Canal Zone officials allowed the CIO-affiliated United Public Workers 

of America (UPWA) to organise silver employees into Local 713, and in a short time 

they represented a majority of the non-citizen workers. 

 

A series of laws beginning in 1926 branded as undesirables "Negroes whose native 

language is not Spanish", i.e. West Indians, reinforcing de facto discrimination. 

In 1941, a socialist Latin group, the Sociedad de Panamenos al Servicio del 

Gobierno de los Estados Unidos challenged the Canal administration in 1943-45 to 

comply with a 1936 treaty promise that Panamanians would enjoy job 

opportunities and pay equal to US citizens.  However, it did not attempt to 

represent descendants of West Indians or, for that matter, even dark-skinned 

Panamanians and, once more the colour-based discrimination was able to 

continue. 

 

In 1941, the right-wing President Arias Madrid promulgated a new constitution 

which denied citizenship to undesirables born after 1928 and barred their 

naturalisation altogether.  These measures took rights away from about 20,000 

Panamanians of West Indian descent. and created hardship for the remaining 

 
569  The US diplomatic representation in Panama was only upgraded to Ambassador status following the 
1936 Treaty. 
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30,000 members of the community.  The legal restrictions were lifted in 1945, but 

a few remained in place until 1961570. 

 

Until the Canal Zone Government took over responsibility for the schools system, 

the schools were segregated, although light-skinned Panamanians from “good” 

families could enrol in white schools.  In 1954, faced by pressure from the US, 

where President Eisenhower was attempting to desegregate public schools, the 

Canal Zone authorities simply redesignated the schools for “coloured” children into 

“Latin American” schools, justifying maintenance of the segregation and claiming 

that it was necessary to familiarise their students with “their” language, history, 

government and customs. 

 

Pressures from a variety of sources after 1943 had forced Canal Zone officials to begin 

dismantling the “colonialist” labour system.  Liberal Panamanians took power in 1945, 

embraced the descendants of West Indians as full citizens requiring protection against the 

discriminatory practices of the Canal Zone, and a new generation of leaders emerged in 

the West Indian community.  In addition, many agencies of the US government urged 

reform in order to improve relations with Latin America as a whole - by the late 1940s, 

discriminatory and inequitable socioeconomic policies in the Canal Zone were a decided 

embarrassment to the US Government. 

 

In 1945, Pancho Arias (no relation to Aria Madrid) and his Renovador Party broke with the 

past in revoking the anti-West Indian laws and by organising the community for elections 

in 1946.  An old-fashioned liberal, Pancho Arias believed in equality of opportunity and 

welcomed those of West Indian descent (now called criollos), but while his untimely death 

in 1946 kept him from winning the Presidency his party continued to enjoy the support of 

the criollos until it split in 1960. 

 
570  Ironically, in the late 1940s Arias Madrid courted the black vote, directing instead resentment against 
Zonians.  Such was his success, by 1968 about half of the West Indian origin community was voting for him. 
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In the years following World War 2, interdepartmental meetings studded the Canal Zone 

calendar, and several intensive investigations by outside agencies led to scathing attacks 

on racial and national discrimination.  These deliberations involved the armed services, 

the Departments of Commerce, Interior and State, the National Housing Agency, US 

Congress, the Civil Service, the General Accounting Office (GAO), the White House, and 

the Supreme Court.  Studies concluded that Canal operations wasted money on 

unnecessary luxuries and fringe benefits, while mismanaging labour relations in such a 

way as to embarrass the US.  These studies usually made the distinction between race 

segregation - which should be ended - and the Gold/Silver Rolls dual wage system, which 

it was said should be reformed to guarantee equal pay for the same work (President 

Eisenhower did so in 1955). 

 

Discriminatory measures continued postwar, even in the Republic.  The Panamanian 

Immigration Law of 1948 forced African Americans and other "prohibited peoples", 

including English-speaking blacks, and specified that tourists of certain nationalities could 

only visit Panama for 30 days and had to pay a deposit of $500 to guarantee their return 

to their country of origin. This was in contrast to white visitors who only had to pay a 

deposit of $150 (and could stay for longer).571 

 

During the war there had been a failed attempt to gain permission for Panamanians of 

West Indian descent who wanted to serve in the US military in exchange for immediate 

citizenship rights.572  

 

 

 
571  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  
572  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  

https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916
https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916
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The Panama Canal Review 1 
April 1955 illustrating the 
use of the label “Latin 
American Schools”, which 
enabled the continued 
existence of the former 
“colored” schools 
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However, when black US Congressmen began to visit the Zone in the 1970s, it still looked 

to them like the southern states of the US in the 1920s573. 

 

The Panama Canal- Colored School at La Boca, Canal Zone  

Of course, one has to remember that the US forces were also segregated, and would 

remain so until after World War 2574.  Although President Truman’s Executive Order 

9981575 in 1948 ended segregation in the US forces, some forms of it would remain until 

after the Korean War576. 

 

 
573  Black Labor on a White Canal: West Indians in Panama 1904-80 by Michael L Conniff (Latin American 
Institute Research Paper Series No. 11), May 1989: 
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=laii_research  
574  At all military bases in the US there would be separate blood banks, hospitals or wards, medical staff, 
barracks and recreational facilities for black soldiers: https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-
rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/  
575  It should be noted that, in seeking to implement anti-discrimination policies, President Truman had to 
use his executive powers, due to the threat from the filibuster from Southern senators.  
https://www.archivesfoundation.org/documents/executive-order-9981-ending-segregation-armed-forces/  
576  The Korean War 1950-53. 

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=laii_research
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://www.archivesfoundation.org/documents/executive-order-9981-ending-segregation-armed-forces/
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In general (and despite the black fighting units during World War 1, and the exceptional 

stories of units like the Tuskegee airmen fighter pilots of the USAAF), when black men 

were drafted577, they were relegated to either segregated units (and note that, as we shall 

see later, even Puerto Rican army units were segregated, and had white officers) or to 

support roles, such as cook, quartermaster and grave-digging duties.  In fact, it has been 

said that the military was as segregated as the US Deep South578.  Even the needs of a 

world war did not change things, although in June 1941 President Roosevelt signed 

Executive Order 8802 banned racial discrimination in the defence industry579.

 

Black US troops from a signals unit erecting a telephone line in Panama 

 

The following extract provides another illustration of the situation in the school system in 

the Canal Zone, this time from a report published in 1954, and explaining how the 

segregated schools were simply relabelled postwar to prevent effective desegregation. 

 

 
577  2 million African Americans were registered for the draft in 1941, and 1 million served. 
578  https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-
double-war/  
579  https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300005  

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300005
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At the time of the 1954 article, the Canal Zone was home to 42,049 civilians580, 

working for the Canal Zone Government, Panama Canal Company, US forces and 

other US Government agencies.  

 

In 1906, of the 30 schools in operation, having been authorised by the Isthmian 

Canal Commission, just 4 were for white children and the others with a mixed roll.  

Of around 1,800 children enrolled, around 10% were American and white. 

 

Schools operated under the Canal Zone Code, administered by the Superintendent 

of Schools, who reported to the Civil Affairs Director under the Governor.  The 

Governor, in turn, answered to the Secretary of War.  It was said that the 

segregated schools system by the early 1950s mirrored those found in 17 US states 

(largely in the south) and the District of Columbia. 

 

The Canal Zone Government581 was obliged to provide education to high school 

level for the children of Canal Zone residents582.  Non-residents could also receive 

tuition, but paid fees, and this could include both Americans and Panamanians.  

However, a large number of children of non-residents were unable to take up the 

offer of tuition due to economic limitations.  This was said to discriminate against 

those who were obliged to live outside the Zone (and would likely involve 

Panamanians, or at least non-Americans).  The 1954 report noted that the Canal 

Zone Government has never housed more than half of its employees in the Zone. 

 

 
580  20,920 Americans, 12,413 Panamanians, 190 Europeans, 7,213 West Indian and 1,313 other. 
581  The law in 1954 prevented the US forces from providing schooling in the Zone to other than military 
personnel. 
582  Although in 1952, a law change from 1 July 1951 saw around 100 Panamanian students, children and 
civilian employees have their status changed, and thus denied the free tuition 
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Free public education is provided for all in the Republic583 (though there is an 

unspoken assumption that the general standards might be lower than those in 

many or all of the schools in the Zone). 

 

The 1954 report concluded that free schooling in the Canal Zone was being 

provided to – 

• Children of Panamanians or civilian employees of the US forces residing in 

the Canal Zone; and 

• Children of non-resident employees of the Canal Government and Canal 

Company. 

The original schedule of tuition fees announced in 1951, for both white and 

“colored” schools, were revised in 1952 after protests. 

 

The 1954 report noted that the segregation on the basis of racial origin in Canal 

Zone schools contrasted with the position in the Republic, where a single 

education system was available to all Panamanians.  It also noted that a black 

American university graduate, with a responsible managerial job, sent his own 2 

children to schools in the northern US to spare them from the segregation in the 

Canal Zone.  Another black American is said to have moved out of the Canal Zone 

and into the Republic, so that his children could attend unsegregated schools. 

 

Another example noted was that 2 Panamanians had had their tuition fees 

accepted for admission at the Canal Zone Junior College, only to have their fees 

returned when their ethnicity became known.  The same college also rejected an 

application from a teacher at the Canal Zone “colored” schools, just returned from 

New York University and seeking additional credits towards his degree, with the 

rejection being based on his colour. 

 

 
583  Panama was allocating 22.6% of its national budget to education. 
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Successive Canal Zone Governments turned down requests from 1937 to 1948, 

made by the Catholic Church and Catholic organisations to establish mixed-race 

Catholic parochial schools.  In 1949, the Father Superior for the canal Zone 

threatened to resign if the church was not allowed to educate “their” children 

according to the church’s educational philosophy, as ordained by the US 

Constitution.  As a result, in 1950 the Church was able to open a school, limited to 

300 pupils, but which had a number of black attendees. 

 

In March 1954, the US Government had announced that all schools operated on 

Army posts and installations would operate on a “completely integrated basis” 

(however, as noted elsewhere, the canal Zone authorities merely redesignated 

schools as “native” or “Latin American” and continued effective segregation). 

 

School Segregation on the Panama Canal Zone by George W Westerman (Phylon (1940-

1956), vol. 15, no. 3, Clark Atlanta University, 1954, pp. 276–87)584. 

 

The 1954 language and curriculum conversion policy in Canal Zone schools affected non-

US citizens.  The policy mandated a change from an American curriculum in English to a 

Spanish language curriculum emphasising Panamanian history and culture. The purpose 

was to facilitate the transition of students into Panamanian society and citizenship.  

However, the rapid transition to the new curriculum caused many West Indian teachers 

who could not speak Spanish to lose their positions585. 

 

  

 
584  https://doi.org/10.2307/272817 
585  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  

https://doi.org/10.2307/272817
https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916
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Chapter 21 

DISEASE AND ILLNESS 

 

US Army nurses at Fort Gulick, December 1942 

(Photo by Cpl James Lioi/US 

Army/PhotoQuest/Getty Images 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A major challenge for the military in Panama was presented by disease.  After all, 

construction of the Canal (particularly the abortive, initial French attempt) had seen huge 

problems with malaria586, yellow fever and other tropical illnesses.  

 

Leading the fight during World War 2 was the US Army Medical Department.  The build-up 

of forces from 1939 had caused concern, particularly of the risk of malaria – although 

tuberculosis (the leading cause of death in Panama at the time) and venereal disease were 

other major threats that caused the Army concern. 

 

The Medical Department Field Sanitary Force and the Anti-Biological Warfare Officer (the 

latter appointed in 1944) did excellent service in preventing and combating all kinds of 

serious illness and disease – not just the more obvious malaria and yellow fever. 

 

 
586  For a comprehensive review of the fight against malaria by the US authorities, see: 
https://www.cdc.gov/malaria/about/  

https://www.cdc.gov/malaria/about/


317 
 

Construction of 3 new military hospitals in the Canal Zone had been authorised in the $50 

million 1939 expansion programme, and in January 1942, the 210th and 218th General 

Hospitals of the US Army embarked for Panama, to join the Station Hospital there587. 

 

The Corps of Engineers also maintained a medical service for civilian employees, which 

functioned alongside the Army Medical Services. 

 

The Navy’s expansion construction programme also saw new and expanded medical 

provision.  A new 200-bed naval hospital was built on the north side of the new Trans-

Isthmian Highway, about 3 miles (4.8 km) from NAS Coco Solo.  It consisted of a 4-story 

structure, with additional buildings for quarters, laundry, garage, and sewage plant, all of 

reinforced concrete.  Commissioned in September 1942, it was later enlarged by the 

addition of 2 temporary wards of frame construction, to provide an additional 500 beds.  

A second 400-bed hospital was built adjoining the operating base on the Pacific side. 

Construction began in Autumn 1941 and it was commissioned in August 1942, although 

only partially completed.  All the buildings were of temporary frame construction, one-

story high, and well ventilated.588 

 

Between April and September 1942, malaria reached epidemic proportions among the 

increasing numbers of US troops, who were often placed in areas before adequate 

protection could be put in place.  At the height of the epidemic, 111.7 out of every 1,000 

men were being treated for malaria, and training and manoeuvres were often cancelled.   

 

Preventive measures were put in place, including dusk-to-dawn curfews, night-time 

guards wearing gloves and netting on their heads, and bed checks ensured that troops 

only slept under mosquito netting.  The rate of infection began to fall as controls and 

protective measures improved. 

 
587  https://www.med-dept.com/articles/ww2-military-hospitals-zone-of-interior/  
588  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.med-dept.com/articles/ww2-military-hospitals-zone-of-interior/
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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In part to cope with problems faced in the war in the Pacific, the US Army School of 

Malariology589 was established at Fort Clayton in 1943.  It undertook research into 

prevention and treatment, as well as developing training methods for troops on the 

ground.  It was thought that having such a facility in a region where the disease was 

prevalent meant that trainees could learn in a place where anti-malaria controls had been 

tried and implemented successfully.  The School offered a 4-week course that emphasised 

malaria survey and control techniques590. 

 

Patients with malaria at an 
outpost in the Panama Canal 
Zone in 1943. Some malaria-
sickened troops in that area 
ultimately wound up in the 
military’s “Mary” experiments: 
they were unknowingly given a 
new, experimental drug 
codenamed “Mary,” short for 
suflamerazine. The drug turned 
out to be worthless in treating 
malaria. 
Photo -The Malaria Project / The 

National Archives591 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The US also established the Malaria Control in War Areas (MCWA) 1942-45 to control 

malaria around military training bases in the southern US and its territories where malaria 

 
589  The School continued its work into the 1960s, as part of the US Army Medical Research and 
Development Command, credited with devising more accurate laboratory methods for identifying, testing 
and treating a variety of infectious and parasitic diseases. 
590  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
591  The Malaria Project: The U.S. Government's Secret Mission to Find a Miracle Cure by Karen M Masterson 
(New American Library), 2014:  
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/u-s-troops-patients-were-used-malaria-guinea-pigs-book-
n220216  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/u-s-troops-patients-were-used-malaria-guinea-pigs-book-n220216
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/u-s-troops-patients-were-used-malaria-guinea-pigs-book-n220216
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was still a problem592.  Many of the bases were established in areas where mosquitoes 

were abundant.  MCWA aimed to prevent reintroduction of malaria into the civilian 

population by mosquitoes that would have fed on malaria-infected soldiers, in training or 

returning from endemic areas.  It was also involved in training of local health department 

officials in malaria control techniques and strategies. The Communicable Disease Center, 

as the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) was first known, stemmed from 

MCWA, being created on 1 July 1946.593 

 

MCWA booklet of 1945 

 

 

 

 

 
592  It was only in 1951 that malaria was considered to have been eliminated in the Continental US.  In 2021, 
it was said that were still about 2,000 cases of malaria diagnosed in the US each year - the vast majority of 
cases are in returning travellers and immigrants. 
593  https://www.cdc.gov/malaria/about/history/index.html  

https://www.cdc.gov/malaria/about/history/index.html
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Avoiding malaria – 2 photos of US troops engaged in jungle manoeuvres in Panama, August  1942, 
demonstrating 2 methods of sleeping — in a canopy-covered hammock (left) suspended from trees or on the 

ground (right) covered by cloth for protection against insects. Note rifle suspended from hammock594. 

 
 

ANTI-MALARIA CAMPAIGN IN PANAMA 

 

The Panama Canal Department had been unprepared to handle the great increase in 

numbers of servicemen that would be sent to Panama from 1942. The chief efforts of the 

disease control efforts were for the control of mosquitos, the vector for both malaria and 

yellow fever.   

 

Initial efforts included the Medical Department Field Sanitary Force (in 1941 consisting of 

3 field inspectors and an average of 168 labourers) sanitising outpost areas and 

undertaking drainage or filling operations (except where natural cover could not be 

disturbed for security reasons).   Other control measures included anti-mosquito sprays of 

buildings and attempts to make them mosquito-proof.  Particular areas of concern were 

where new construction was underway in difficult to control areas, such as when the Third 

Locks Project was underway, or when the trans-isthmus and Rio Hato airfields were being 

built595. 

 

 
594  https://flashbak.com/fighting-malaria-in-world-war-two-a-photo-story-4591/  
595  Prevention of Disease in the United States Army during World War II: the Panama Canal Department, 1 
January 1940 to 1 October 1945 (Volume 1) via the US National Library of Medicine. 

https://flashbak.com/fighting-malaria-in-world-war-two-a-photo-story-4591/
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The completion of the new construction project providing housing and barracks in 1943 

saw an end to the large-scale use of tents to house troops, which contributed to better 

control of mosquito-borne diseases.  Nevertheless, malaria prevention continued, as part 

of a 10-year programme.  For example, $280,000 was allocated for the programme for FY 

1945, part of an estimate of $3 million for an entire 10-year programme.  In fact, $400,000 

was spent in 1945.596 

 

The following is an excerpt from an article in the journal Nature and dated 15 January 

1944. 

A recent paper (Bol. Of. San. Panamericana, 22, 502; 1943) published by the 

Malaria Section of the Ministry of Public Health and Public Works of Panama 

contains an account of the following means adopted against malaria in Panama.  

 

More than 300 Anopheles breeding places in the towns of the interior are regularly 

kept under control by weekly inspection and identification of the larvae.  8 species 

of Anopheles have been identified, namely, A. albimanus, argyritarsis, 

pseudopunctipennis, apicimacula, albitarsis, strodei and neomaculipalpus.  

 

The methods most' favoured include the use of oil and Paris green.  Paris green, 

which destroys only the larvae, is preferred owing to the economy in use and 

facility of transportation.   

 

An approximate idea of the incidence of malaria in the different regions can be 

obtained from the incidence of malaria mosquitoes and the splenic enlargement 

and parasitic determination in school children.  Rainfall records in infested regions 

 
596  Prevention of Disease in the United States Army during World War II: the Panama Canal Department, 1 
January 1940 to 1 October 1945 (Volume 1) via the US National Library of Medicine. “FY” denotes fiscal year, 
the US Government accounting period than runs to September. 
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are also of help. Sanitary education by lectures, cinemas, meetings, etc, is slowly 

progressing597. 

 

VENEREAL DISEASE 

 

VD was also a problem in the Canal Zone, and by 1939 there were 44.5 cases per 1,000 

men being reported.  However, the rate of infection fell during 1941-43, finally reaching a 

rate of 9.3 per 1,000 men by August 1945 (which was actually lower than the rate of 

infection in parts of the US at the time)598.  The decline was attributed to improved 

education and improvement in treatment599. 

 

However, the US Army also sought to regulate its soldiers’ contact with the multiracial 

population of Panama.  These included programmes which involved the arrest and 

screening of Panamanian women as “venereal disease suspects” (see below).600 

 

It has been reported that - 

The US military developed intricate spatial practices of racial and gender 

segregation that attempted both to contain excessive soldier sexuality and to 

regulate soldier contact with the multiracial population of Panamá.  In their most 

intrusive dimensions, these programs involved the arrest and screening of 

Panamanian women as “venereal disease suspects” whose purported racial 

proclivities for dirt, bacteria, and seduction were likened by occupation health 

officials to the pestilence of malarial mosquitoes and the duplicity of Axis 

agents.  This publicity concerning prostitution and vice policing helped invigorate 

 
597  https://www.nature.com/articles/153078d0.pdf  
598  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
599  Researchers had shown in 1943 that penicillin was effective against syphilis and gonorrhoea, but there 
remained doubts about how the disease could be prevented and treated, although US military doctors were 
already using it to treat servicemen for syphilis in the Pacific theatre in 1943: 
https://www.actasdermo.org/en-syphilis-human-experimentation-from-world-articulo-S1578219014002480  
600  https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/90/chapter-abstract/101421/Medicalized-States-of-
WarVenereal-Disease-and-the?redirectedFrom=fulltext  

https://www.nature.com/articles/153078d0.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://www.actasdermo.org/en-syphilis-human-experimentation-from-world-articulo-S1578219014002480
https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/90/chapter-abstract/101421/Medicalized-States-of-WarVenereal-Disease-and-the?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/90/chapter-abstract/101421/Medicalized-States-of-WarVenereal-Disease-and-the?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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literary and political views of Panamanian cities as sites of imperial corruption and 

greed, a phenomenon that eventually contributed to Panamanian nationalist 

demands to contain US legal and territorial power on the isthmus601. 

 

Record of rates of 
Panama Canal 
Department hospital 

admission 1940-45602 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTI-BIOLOGICAL WARFARE 

 

The Panama Canal Department appointed an Anti-Biological Warfare Officer on 27 May 

1944.  Despite the ominous title, his main role was to prevent any potential contamination 

of food and drink, including water supplies, presumably by hostile actors. 

 

This officer’s work included inspections of food and drink producers and suppliers that 

provided or delivered products to the Department locally – including that imported from 

other Latin American states (many products, including much of the fresh vegetables, came 

from the US).  Water supplies were also monitored. One of the chief efforts made by the 

Department was prevent and eradicate rat infestations. 

 

 
601  Bioinsecurities: Disease Interventions, Empire, and the Government of Species by Neel Ahuja (Duke 
University Press), 2016: https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/bookviewer?PID=nlm:nlmuid-101705278X1-mvpart  
602 Prevention of Disease in the United States Army during World War II: the Panama Canal Department, 1 
January 1940 to 1 October 1945 (Volume 1) via the US National Library of Medicine. 

https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/bookviewer?PID=nlm:nlmuid-101705278X1-mvpart
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The Officer also liaised with other agencies in the Canal Zone and the Republic over any 

disease among animals. 

 

The Medical Department Field Sanitary Force also collected insects and any thought to be 

capable of transmitting disease were sent to the Army Medical School in Washington DC.  

 

One interesting side issue mentioned in a 1945 report was that the Department had seen 

no examples of the balloons released by the Japanese, some of which had reached the 

Continental USA and caused fires in West Coast forests603. 

 

SCHISTOSOMIASIS 

 

According to the CDC604, schistosomiasis, also known as bilharzia, is a disease caused by 

parasitic worms and, in terms of impact it is a disease which is second only to malaria as 

the most devastating of parasitic diseases605. 

 

At the time of World War 2, this disease was described as being endemic in Puerto Rico.  

However, a 1945 report said that there was no indication that infections of the disease 

existed in the Canal Zone or the Republic. 

 

The 65th Infantry Regiment, a Puerto Rican unit, had been present at Empire in the Canal 

Zone during and after World War 1, but this had not resulted in any consequent 

infections, although the troops were not screened for the disease at the time. 

 

However, the arrival of Puerto Rican troops in 1943 raised the risk that the disease could 

be introduced into Panama.  Therefore, in August 1944, a test was undertaken which 

revealed an infestation rate of approximately 40%.  Consequently, snails were collected 

 
603 Ibid. 
604  The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
605  https://www.cdc.gov/parasites/schistosomiasis/index.html  

https://www.cdc.gov/parasites/schistosomiasis/index.html
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throughout the area occupied by the Panama Canal Department and sent to the School of 

Tropical Medicine in San Juan, Costa Rica, but all samples were found to be negative for 

infection. 

 

The 1945 report concluded that, unless the molluscan hosts were to be introduced into 

Panama, the disease would not be introduced via the Puerto Rican troops606. 

 

 

  

 
606  Prevention of Disease in the United States Army during World War II: the Panama Canal Department, 1 
January 1940 to 1 October 1945 (Volume 1) via the US National Library of Medicine. 
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Chapter 22 

INTELLIGENCE AND ESPIONAGE 

 

As mentioned earlier, there was considerable concern, reflected in books and films of the 

time, about espionage and saboteurs in and about the Canal Zone during the 1930s and 

into World War 2607.  There was also concern about Nazi spy rings in the US and the 

activities of Nazi spies and sympathisers in South America.  Concern about Japanese 

spying and sabotage was less in the US itself, but was more apparent in Panama, and 

certainly there seemed to be a more concerted targeting of the Canal, its defences and 

traffic by Japanese intelligence (for more comment about Japanese pre-war spying 

activities in Panama, as well as fears of German activities, see the relevant Chapters). 

 

As explained in Chapter 30 on the perceived Japanese threat, the US Office of Naval 

Intelligence (ONI) in the 1930s reported on the activities of Japanese Panamanians and 

their connections to the US, including reports of Japanese Panamanian fisherman visiting 

San Pedro, California; and it maintained registers of all Japanese Panamanians as early as 

1933, and reports on the Japanese community of Panama went back further to 1919.   

 

The counter-espionage efforts by the US authorities pre-war merged into the wartime 

counter-intelligence and signals intelligence work608.   

 

A Presidential directive in June 1939 had laid down the areas of responsibility for domestic 

counterintelligence, but had not clearly defined them where overseas operations were 

 
607  The espionage risk was, of course, not new.  At the end of World War 1 in 1919 a fifth of US espionage 
budget was being spent on Panama.  All Panamanian correspondence, especially that from Europe and Asia, 
was being examined then by US postal "inspectors" seeking anything unusual or troubling in international 
mail: https://www.prensa.com/blogoterapia/Canal-de-Panama-durante-Segunda-Guerra-
Mundial_7_4783841569.html  
608  The Center for Cryptologic History of the NSA in the US has produced a useful summary of the operations 
of Axis agents in Latin America during World War 2: 
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 

https://www.prensa.com/blogoterapia/Canal-de-Panama-durante-Segunda-Guerra-Mundial_7_4783841569.html
https://www.prensa.com/blogoterapia/Canal-de-Panama-durante-Segunda-Guerra-Mundial_7_4783841569.html
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
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involved.  By June 1940, the need to define the latter had become more pressing, and as a 

result, the US Navy was given responsibility for intelligence coverage in the Pacific, and 

the US Army responsibility in Europe, Africa and the Canal Zone609.  Elsewhere in the 

Western Hemisphere, except Panama, responsibility lay with the FBI610. 

 

The FBI also set up its new Special Intelligence Service (SIS)611 for its overseas operations, 

such as in Central and South America.  It was also agreed that the SIS would act as a 

service agency, furnishing the State Department, Army, Navy, the FBI, and other 

governmental agencies with economic and political intelligence and also information on 

subversive activities detrimental to the security of the US612.  For more on the work of the 

FBI in Panama, see below. 

 

Also created was the Office of Coordinator of Information (OCOI) – see below, which 

provided the US with a central point for the coordination and exchange of intelligence – 

although the failure to accurately predict and perhaps prevent the attack on Pearl Harbor 

might be regarded as a notable failure613.   

 

After the fall of France and the Netherlands, US authorities began to worry that Dutch or 

French possessions in the Western Hemisphere, or some isolated area such as the upper 

Amazon, might be used as military bases from which to launch a surprise attack on the 

 
609  The Army's MID assumed responsibility for investigation and disposal of all cases in the military 
establishment, including civilians employed on military reservations or under military control, and for cases 
involving civilians in the Canal Zone, the Republic of Panama, and the Philippine Islands: 
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A-CENTURY-OF-US-NAVAL-INTELLIGENCE-
compressed.pdf  
610  The agreement was entitled "Proposal for Coordination of FBI, ONI and MID".  It was dated 5 June 1940 
and was signed by J Edgar Hoover, Rear Admiral Walter S Anderson, and Brigadier General Sherman Miles, 
as the heads of the 3 agencies involved Counterintelligence In World War II (National Intelligence Center): 
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_a.htm 
611  The SIS programme was to last until terminated March 1947: https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-
service/SIS%20History%20Part%2001%20of%2008/view  
612  Ibid. 
613  It was only in the early postwar years that the US saw the creation of a centralised intelligence 
community – with the CIA, National Security Council (NSC), the Air Force Office of Special Investigations 
(AFOSI) and the Army Security Agency - later renamed the National Security Agency (NSA): 
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_a.htm 

https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A-CENTURY-OF-US-NAVAL-INTELLIGENCE-compressed.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A-CENTURY-OF-US-NAVAL-INTELLIGENCE-compressed.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_a.htm
https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service/SIS%20History%20Part%2001%20of%2008/view
https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service/SIS%20History%20Part%2001%20of%2008/view
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_a.htm
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Panama Canal or the US. There was also a fear that with the initial Axis successes in North 

Africa, a military landing of some size might be attempted on the north-east coast of 

Brazil.  Such actions might be augmented by an Axis "fifth column" in Latin America614.  

 

THE OFFICE OF THE COORDINATOR OF INFORMATION (OCOI) - was established with the 

appointment of William J Donovan as Coordinator of 

Information (COI) by an Executive Order of 11 July 1941.  

The COI was given authority to collect, analyse, correlate, 

and make available to the President and certain 

Government agencies information bearing upon national 

security; and to carry out, when requested by the 

President, supplementary activities designed to facilitate 

the obtaining of information important for national security 

and not otherwise available to the Government.  

 

In the Spring 1942 the Office of the COI was engaged not 

only in the procurement of information for use in the 

prosecution of the war but also, by agreement with the 

President, in the dissemination of information abroad, 

outside the Western Hemisphere, in support of the war 

effort.  However, a further Executive Order on 13 June 1942 

established the Office of War Information (OWI), and the 

powers and duties of the COI relating to the gathering of 

 
614  https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-
histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf  

https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf


329 
 

public information and its dissemination abroad were 

transferred to the OWI615. 616 

 

Despite the apparent interest in, and importance of, the Canal to the US Navy, it was the 

Army that took the counterintelligence lead in the Canal Zone. 

 

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the 1939 Presidential directive delineating 

counterintelligence responsibility had less weight – for example, in Hawaii, where martial 

law was declared, the FBI was not to have its former exclusive responsibility for 

investigating espionage, sabotage etc617.  However, it was not until February 1944 that a 

new Delimitation Agreement came into being618.  For more on the role of the FBI in 

Panama up to 1947 see below. 

 

In respect of Panama, the 1939 directive allowed that the Army’s Military Intelligence 

Division (MID)619 would continue to perform the investigation and disposal of cases 

involving espionage, counterespionage, subversion, and sabotage in the “military 

establishment” including where involving any civilian employees, military reserve, and 

military control, including the investigation of cases in these categories involving civilians 

in the Canal Zone and the Republic of Panama (and certain other sensitive areas, such as 

the Philippines and Alaska)620 – with the proviso that the FBI and Office of Naval 

Intelligence (ONI) were to be informed of any important developments. 

 
615  The COI office was redesignated the Office of the Director of Strategic Services (ODSS) and placed under 
the jurisdiction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and “Wild Bill” Donovan, as head of the Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS), became responsible for intelligence-gathering and sabotage in enemy-controlled territory 
during the war.  The office of the Director of Strategic Services was abolished by the abolition of the Office 
of Strategic Services on 1 October 1945. 
616  https://catalog.archives.gov/id/10448162  
617  https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 
618  It would remain in place until a new one was agreed in February 1949: 
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_e.htm#fbimi 
619  From 1942, the MID oversaw operations of the Army’s 3 intelligence organizations: the Military 
Intelligence Service (MIS), the Signal Security Agency (SSA) – the former SIS, and the Counter Intelligence 
Corps (CIC) – the former CIP. 
620  https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/10448162
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_e.htm#fbimi
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
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The Army’s Panama Signal Company had a monitoring station at Corozal in the Canal Zone 

in 1939, and was one of 7 monitoring stations which were the basic source of SIS intercept 

traffic until after Pearl Harbor621.   

 

The Army’s (very small) Corps of Intelligence Police (which became the Counter 

Intelligence Corps on 1 January 1942) had noted an upswing in Japanese and Nazi German 

activity in the Panama, Hawaiian and Philippines Departments in the late 1930s622. 

 

Under the Presidential directive of June 1939, the US Army had authority in Panama for 

military intelligence, sabotage and counter-espionage.  Then in June 1940, the FBI was 

made responsible for collecting intelligence and conducting counter-intelligence 

operations elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere (excluding Panama)623 (and operated in 

this role throughout Latin American during the war), while all other foreign intelligence 

work was to be the responsibility of the Army (Military Intelligence Division) or Navy 

(Office of Naval Intelligence)624.  However, until after the attack on Pearl Harbor, actual 

intelligence assets available to the US are said to have been rather thin625, with the 

exception of communications intelligence. 

 

After the fall of France and the Netherlands in May/June 1940, the US authorities began to 

worry that Dutch or French possessions in the Western Hemisphere, or some isolated area 

such as the upper Amazon, might be used as military bases from which to launch a 

surprise attack on the Panama Canal or even the US itself.  There was also a fear that with 

the initial Axis successes in North Africa in 1941, a military landing of some size might be 

 
621  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/history_us_comms.pdf 
622  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
623  The NSA has stated that the FBI “did quite well in counterintelligence and undoubtedly disrupted most 
German operations in the US and later in Latin America”. 
624  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
625  Ibid. 

https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/history_us_comms.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/history_us_comms.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf
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attempted on the north-east coast of Brazil and that such actions might be augmented by 

an Axis “fifth column” in Latin America626. 

 

THE DUQUESSNE SPY RING - In the US, just 6 days before the Pearl Harbor attack, every 

member of the Duquessne spy ring had pleaded guilty or 

been convicted, including its ringleader, veteran spy Fritz 

Duquessne.  The spy ring was foiled by a double agent, 

William Sebold, a naturalised US citizen who had left German 

in 1921, but was persuaded during a visit in 1939 to become 

a spy for Germany, but who immediately contacted the FBI, 

who were waiting for him when he returned in February 

1940.   

 

One of the members of the spy ring was Erwin Wilhelm 

Siegler, who served the group as an organiser and contact 

man, and who also obtained information about the 

movement of ships and military defence preparations at the 

Panama Canal.  He was sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment 

on espionage charges and a concurrent 2-year term for 

violation of the Registration Act627. 

 

Erwin Wilhelm Siegler and another member of the spy ring, 

Franz Joseph Stigler, disguised themselves as the chief 

butcher and chief baker aboard the liner SS America, while 

they obtained information about the movement of ships and 

military defence preparations in the Canal Zone. Stigler had 

also sought to recruit amateur radio operators in the US as 

 
626  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 
627  https://www.fbi.gov/history/famous-cases/duquesne-spy-ring  

https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.fbi.gov/history/famous-cases/duquesne-spy-ring


332 
 

channels of communication to German radio stations.  They 

remained on the liner until the US Navy converted that ship 

into a troop transport and commissioned her as the 

USS West Point in 1941628.  

 

The SS America, before being converted into a troop 
transport.   
The writing on the ship reads “AMERICA” “UNITED 
STATES LINER”.  This was in order to protect the ship, 
as the US was still neutral at the time. 

 

 

 

 

In 1940, Japanese espionage agents were directed to ascertain the relations between the 

US and Latin American countries.  In the past, the Japanese had ignored these countries 

but, with the changing political climate, they believed it was advantageous to change their 

policy.  It was also said to be desirable to establish closer contacts with German and Italian 

agents, as well as with Japanese residents629, who were to be cautioned not to create any 

suspicion in the minds of US authorities regarding their espionage activities630.  

 

In October 1940, a Mr Akiyama, Minister at the Japanese Legation in Panama, told Tokyo 

that the new Arias Madrid administration in Panama would cooperate with the US over 

use of the Canal Zone and other areas in Panama, the registration of merchant ships, and 

over additional air bases – this being despite Arias Madrid being seen as pro-German and 

a nationalist.  He also said that newspaper reports in Panama had indicated that the ship 

registry would allow its vessels to enter belligerent waters (despite Panama’s neutrality).  

 
628  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/uncategorized/espionage-in-the-canal-zone/  
629  In 1941, a Foreign Office telegram referred to utilising "second Generation" and “resident nationals” but 
cautioned of the risk that “our people in the US will be subjected to considerable persecution, and the 
utmost caution must be exercised”.  In the light of subsequent events, this observation is almost prophetic: 
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch2_a.htm#japns 
630  https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch2_a.htm#japns 

https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/uncategorized/espionage-in-the-canal-zone/
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch2_a.htm#japns
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch2_a.htm#japns
http://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/kic-image-0003-e1544561959353.jpg
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Anti-German moves were also reported – the charge d’affairs had been made persona 

non grata, the Panamanian minister to Germany was now said to be “inactive”, and that 

Panama would defend the other countries of the Americas “hand in hand” with the US – 

and would have to adopt a similar attitude in respect of Japan and take the requisite 

countermeasures against Japan should US-Japanese relations break down631. 

 

By February 1941, the US Army’s Corps of Intelligence Police (a part of the Military 

Intelligence Division or MID) still had only a complement of 288 men, of which 18 agents 

were assigned to the Panama Canal Department632.  By February 1942, there were 59 

officers in Panama, out of a total of 513 in the whole Corps (which had become renamed 

as the Counter Intelligence Corps (CIC) on 1 January 1942).  The CIC investigated reports of 

subversive activities, and local commanders directed these investigations633. 

 

The creation of the CIC mean that the US Army Assistant Chief of Staff (ACofS) G-2 was 

able to assume direct staff control over suitable means to uncover and investigate 

espionage, sabotage, or subversion within the military establishment634.  The same 

reorganisation of the Army structures which saw the USAAC become the USAAF in March 

1942, also saw the creation of the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) in the War 

Department, with the role of coordinating all counterintelligence activities of the War 

Department, although field commanders were told that they would be held responsible 

for counterintelligence coverage within their commands635. 

 

In September 1941, Minister Akiyama reported that he had made a special study of the 

attitude of the US, of the nature of the Panamanian people, and of the topography of 

Panama.  He sent a despatch to Tokyo with an estimate of the money he needed for 

 
631  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf 
632  The first 2 such officers had been assigned to the Canal Zone in 1922, the complement rising to 3 in April 
1939, and 4 in 1940, with 12 places originally authorised in 1941. 
633  https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf  
634  https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 
635  https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf
https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
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enlightenment, propaganda, and intelligence purposes.  This estimate included bonuses 

for officials or spies assigned to observe the movements of warships636 or to give warning 

about other matters; money for special spies; funds to pay those who tried to obtain 

information as well as those who achieved results; and a separate fund to maintain 

contact with newspaper reporters and other agents (as well as a special fund for spying in 

the other countries to which he was accredited).  The total estimate amounted to an 

expenditure of $730 per month637.  

 

In November 1941, in Panama, all but the most important counter-espionage cases were 

dropped, and all agents received priority assignments to instead ascertain the location of 

the Japanese population in the country.  The Japanese involved were mostly young men, 

and the majority of them seemed to be operating or working in barber shops (see the 

earlier section on the pre-war Japanese presence and threat to the Canal). 

 

Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, CIC agents in Panama City and in Colon were 

involved in rounding up the Japanese in their areas – the detention of enemy aliens and 

other suspects was said to be reasonably effective638.  At the same time, they attempted 

to keep track of the activities of the legations in Panama City, with special attention being 

paid to the German and Japanese deputations. 

 

Through to the eve of the Pearl Harbor attack on 7 December 1941, Tokyo continued to 

receive dispatches from diplomatic officials, not just from the US, but also Central and 

South America, Panama, Hawaii and the Philippines639.  These included the reports from 

Minister Akiyama about Panama.  It is said that there were “numerous” reports on 

shipping movements from the Canal Zone during 17 October to 7 December (by now 

 
636  Including “Bonuses for officials or spies residing at some distance from the Canal who go at night to 
observe the movement of warships”. 
637  The total estimate amounted to an expenditure of $730 per month: 
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch2_a.htm#japns 
638  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
639  The US had cracked the PURPLE diplomatic cipher machine in September 1940. 

https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch2_a.htm#japns
https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf
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Japanese vessels had been barred from using the Canal).  For example, on 18 October 

1941, Minister Akiyama reported on the movement of 4 US freighters, a British freighter 

and 2 US tankers heading for the Pacific between 14 and 18 October, with 4 US freighters, 

2 British freighters, a Dutch freighter, a US tanker and a US steamer travelling in the other 

direction.  It was reported that ships were passing through the canal at night (this might 

have been regarded as unusual, as 24-hour movements did not commence until 1963). 

 

Akiyama also noted military construction progressing rapidly in Panama and he made 

specific mention of Albrook Field and its facilities, as well as new barracks and a 500-

patient hospital640.  Other intelligence reports detailed the military and naval defence 

developments and mentioned 3 cruisers, 8 new-type destroyers, 18 submarines, a 

gunboat and seaplane tender in the Canal Zone641. 

 

On 22 November 1941, Minister Akiyama had summarised the latest developments in the 

Canal Zone defences, and the heightened security, including around locks, spillways, 

electric plant etc.  He referred to air bases, anti-aircraft gun bases and “airplane detector” 

bases which, he said, were “able to discover a plane 200 miles away”642.  He claimed that 

there was “coercion” of Panama to provide the added defence sites, in contravention of 

the 1939 Treaty and its partnership basis.  He also referred to the commencement of the 

trans-isthmus road, and completion of the Trans-America Highway, which he expected to 

reach to border with Colombia643. 

 

 
640  The ’Magic’ Background of Pearl Harbor. Volume 4: October 17, 1941 - December 7, 1941, for DoD 
(Superintendent of Documents, US Government Printing Office), 1977:  
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf 
641  This seems in excess of the naval forces available to defend the Canal, as detailed elsewhere, and 
presumably includes vessels on transit through the Canal or simply calling in at Balboa. 
642  Presumably referring to the recently-installed radar. 
643  It never went further, ending in the Darien province, and only recommencing the other side of the 
border in Colombia – though it continued on then to the bottom of South America. 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf
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On 22 November 1941, Minister Akiyama reported to Tokyo that Canal officials were 

checking on the 2,000 Germans, 700 Italians and 400 Japanese which he said were in 

Panama644. 

 

In 1942, US military intelligence produced the following list of “subversive or potentially 

subversive groups645” – 

1. Nazi 

2. Communist 

3. Fascist 

4. Japanese 

5. Falange 

6. Hungarian 

7. Ukrainian 

8. White Russian 

9. Vichy France 

10. Korean 

11. Bulgarian 

12. Syrian 

13. Domestic Fascist 

14. Negro646 

 

In November 1942, a memo from the ONI647 summarising Japanese espionage activities 

said that such activities in the Western Hemisphere were directed from Buenos Aires, 

Argentina648 with a secondary headquarters in Santiago, Chile. However, it said that any 

change in the status of the government of Chile re cooperation with the US would likely 

see curtailment of the latter’s activities and its transfer to Buenos Aires.  It also said that it 

was known that the Chilean Line, a shipping line, was controlled by officers, directors and 

executives who were “favourably inclined” towards the Axis and Japan649. 

 

 
644  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf 
645  By the Evaluation Branch of the Counterintelligence Group, part of MIS. 
646  https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 
647  Office of Naval Intelligence. 
648  For more information, see The Politics of Espionage: Nazi Diplomats and Spies in Argentina, 1933-1945 
by Richard L McGaha (A dissertation presented to the faculty of the College of Arts and Sciences of Ohio 
University), 2009: https://etd.ohiolink.edu/!etd.send_file?accession=ohiou1256330041&disposition=inline  
649  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Japanese-Espionage-Activity-in-South-America-
Nov-3-1942.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
https://etd.ohiolink.edu/!etd.send_file?accession=ohiou1256330041&disposition=inline
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Japanese-Espionage-Activity-in-South-America-Nov-3-1942.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Japanese-Espionage-Activity-in-South-America-Nov-3-1942.pdf
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During 1942, the CIC detachment in Panama was organised on a territorial responsibility 

basis. This comprised the Pacific sector which included the Pacific half of the Canal Zone 

together with Panama City and its environs; the Atlantic side and the Province of Colon; 

and the sector comprising the other areas of the interior of the Republic. 

 

CIC agents were also involved in investigating suspected disaffection amongst Canal 

employees, contractors’ employees, and the military, together with investigation of 

suspected or potential sabotage of ships calling at the Canal Zone ports, and reports of 

clandestine radios and signal lights. 

 

However, the CIC operated outside the Canal Zone only by permission of the Panamanian 

Government, as no agreement had been made for a US secret or investigative force to 

operate in Panama itself.  Despite Panama having declared war on the Axis powers, local 

cooperation had to be agreed upon, as any rights or privileges extended to the US Army 

were outlined by specific diplomatic agreements and which applied only to specific 

defence sites and highways.  In the Canal Zone itself, the CIC was the only agency which 

conducted investigations of espionage, sabotage, disaffection, treason, and sedition650. 

 

Quarry Heights in the Canal Zone housed one of 5 Army signal detachments (the others 

being in San Francisco, Texas, Hawaii and the Philippines) providing Army intercepts.  In 

January 1939, all 6 detachments were consolidated into the 2nd Signal Service Battalion651. 

 

By the mid-1930s, the Army’s Signal Intelligence Service (SIS)652 had established a chain of 

monitoring stations in the Philippine and Hawaiian Departments, and in the Western and 

south-western US In 1939, these sites were placed under the control of the 2nd Signal 

 
650  https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf 
651  https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/  
652  The SIS’s greatest single achievement was the breaking of PURPLE, a Japanese cipher machine used for 
diplomatic communications. Japan, which had begun an aggressive expansion against China in the 1930s, 
introduced the new machine in early 1939.  For 18 months, the SIS joined with the Navy in an intense effort 
to crack the cipher. Finally, in September 1940, they discovered an exploitable pattern which could be 
exploited: https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf  

https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/cic-wwii.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/
https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf
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Service Company, a centralised radio intelligence unit located at Fort Monmouth, New 

Jersey.  This combination of the SIS analysts and an intercept organization would 

represent one of the Army’s greatest strengths in the intelligence field653. 

 

As war broke out in Europe, having previously focused its attention on Japan, despite an 

official position of neutrality, the US slowly began to expand its Army and its intelligence 

activities.  In 1941, MID was more than 10 times of its size a year before.  It shifted 

collection activities on Germany and Japan, as well as Latin America.  The attaché system, 

Army’s traditional strategic source of information, had grown to encompass 136 attachés 

on duty in 50 countries. At the same time, the SIS also underwent expansion and the Army 

activated tactical radio intelligence companies654. 

 

Once the war with Japan began, the SIS shifted its focus to reading Japanese military 

traffic, which relied on different cryptologic principles than the Japanese diplomatic 

communications (which had used the PURPLE cipher machine, which the SIS had 

compromised).655 

 

In the late 1930s, the Army’s Signals Intelligence Service656 transferred officers to Panama 

and Hawaii, to arrange for more reliable sources of intercept, and to train local Signal 

Corps personnel in cryptanalysis.  Neither move was entirely successful, so they were 

recalled when it was recognised that both could make more effective contributions based 

in the US657. 

 
653  https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf  
654  Ibid. 
655  A Short History of Army Intelligence by Michael E. Bigelow, (Command Historian, US Army Intelligence 
and Security Command): https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf  
656  Established in 1929, its main and initial role was to compile codes for the Army, with personnel trained 
so that they could engage in cryptoanalysis to work against enemy systems in wartime. The SIS was not 
attached to the Army's intelligence organisation, and military Intelligence considered cryptanalysis merely 
an adjunct of cryptography, which belonged in the Signal Corps.  This situation continued until early in the 
war.  The SIS was renamed the Signal Security Service (SSS) in 1942 and Signal Security Agency (SSA) in 1943, 
and in September 1945, became the Army Security Agency: https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-
heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/  
657  https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/  

https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf
https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/
https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/
https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/
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658 

During the war, signals intelligence (sigint or comint) was an important facet of military 

intelligence operations659.  The US Army 120th Signal Radio Intelligence (SRI) Company was 

based in the Canal Zone, part of a chain (including in Rio and Florida) involved in radio 

intercepts. 

 

In 1940, intercepts originating in Ecuador were thought to have provided the first tangible 

evidence of the existence of a Nazi radio net in Latin America and Ecuador asked the US 

for technical assistance in locating illegal radio transmitters.  This request was for 

equipment only, but the US ambassador recommended (probably with Ecuadoran 

government approval) that radio personnel also be sent.  At about the same time, 

Colombia made a similar request.  It was proposed that the operation would be under the 

direct control of the US naval attachés in the 2 countries and the Commandant of the 15th 

 
658  https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf  
659  The US DoD now defines sigint as a category of intelligence comprising either individually or in 
combination all communications intelligence (COMINT), electronic intelligence (ELINT), and foreign 
instrumentation signals intelligence (FISINT), however transmitted; or more simply as intelligence derived 
from communications, electronic, and foreign instrumentation signals.  While the latter elements became 
more important during the war, given the increased use of radar and other electronic systems, it was 
COMINT that remained the most important. 

https://irp.fas.org/agency/army/short.pdf
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Naval District in the Canal Zone.  It was thought that direction-finding (DF) equipment in 

Bogota and at Balboa could get cross-bearings on targets for general location and mobile 

direction-finders, manned by local military personnel, could then determine the exact 

location of the transmitters.   

 

The 4 French DF radio trucks operated by the Colombian Army were shipped to Panama in 

August 1940 for repairs at the US Navy radio station at Balboa660.  However, the planned 

operations in Ecuador and Colombia would never really be successful, and were hampered 

from the start by the fact that the Navy wanted its personnel to be involved in training 

only, despite claims that local personnel would not be able to operate or maintain the 

equipment, and that the only practical way to operate would be use US operators661. 

 

When the Costa Rican Ministry of Security requested that DF equipment be located in 

Costa Rica in 1940, the Army responded that the Navy’s long-distance radio DF stations in 

the Canal Zone would eventually be able to establish the general locality of all clandestine 

radio stations operating in Central and South America.  It also said that the Navy, of 

course, would inform Costa Rica of stations determined to be within its borders, and these 

could then be tracked down with locally-manned DF equipment, which the US could 

provide662. 

 

In the case of other Latin American countries, the only sigint-related activities prior to the 

entry of the US into the war were conducted either through the installations in the Canal 

Zone or through reports to US naval attachés.  This situation would change radically with 

Pearl Harbor and the declaration of war against Germany and Japan663. 

 
660  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 
661  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 
662  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 
663  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 

https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
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The Commandant of the 15th Naval District had originally reported that the intended 

Balboa DF could not be activated as there was no site suitable for its location and the 

operating personnel were sent to the Coco Solo Naval Air Station to man the Type DT-1 DF 

located there and used for “strategic” purposes, and the Type DT direction finder at 

Balboa was relocated to the David Naval Air Station.  Later, the Coco Solo DT-1 was moved 

to Toro Point and a Type DY direction-finder was received for use in strategic high-

frequency direction-finding and was sited at Farfan Radio Station in Panama Oeste664 with 

a staff of 15.   

 

However, aside from the planned DF operations in Ecuador and Colombia, and some DF 

work at Balboa, there was little US Navy involvement in dealing with the clandestine 

German communications in Latin America before the war665. 

 

A unit at the port of Corozal was one of 7 Army Signal Intelligence Service sigint monitor 

stations that were in operation by 7 December 1941666 – 

• Fort Hancock, New Jersey  

• Fort Scott, Presidio of San Francisco  

• Fort Sam Houston, Texas  

• Post of Corozal. Panama Canal Department  

• Fort Shafter,  

• Fort McKinley,  

• Fort Hunt. Virginia667 

 

 
664  Farfan was on the other side of the Canal from the 15th Naval District headquarters in Balboa.  It later 
formed part of the US Naval Communications Station Balboa during the continued US presence in the Canal 
Zone: http://www.navy-radio.com/commsta/balboa.htm 
665  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 
666  https://history.army.mil/html/books/070/70-43/CMH_Pub_70-43.pdf  
667  https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/friedman-
documents/pearl-harbor/FOLDER_203/41766199080529.pdf  

http://www.navy-radio.com/commsta/balboa.htm
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/070/70-43/CMH_Pub_70-43.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/friedman-documents/pearl-harbor/FOLDER_203/41766199080529.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/friedman-documents/pearl-harbor/FOLDER_203/41766199080529.pdf
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Station WL2 at Rio Hato (originally operated by a detachment of the 120th SRI Company, 

and thereafter by local US Army units) was to become part of the hemisphere network of 

sigint stations also found in Colombia, Ecuador, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Chile, Uruguay, 

Mexico and Brazil.  It was allowed to fall into disuse by the end of the war668. 

 

In April 1942, 120th Signal Radio Intelligence Company had divided itself between Panama 

and Trinidad in order to intercept clandestine Axis radio transmissions.669 

 

 

  

 
668  https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-
publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf 
669  United States Army in World War II.: The technical services by George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates and Dulany Terrett (US Army, Office of Military History, Department of the Army, 1957) 

https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/Portals/70/documents/about/cryptologic-heritage/historical-figures-publications/publications/wwii/cryptologic_aspects_of_gi.pdf
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FBI ACTIVITIES 

 

As we have seen, Panama was set aside from the general arrangements under which the 

FBI counter-espionage operations took place670.  It was regarded as the special province of 

the War Department671.   

 

Nevertheless, the FBI maintained a low level of operations in the country, with the first 

permanent undercover representative based there from March 1942, this level of 

operation being maintained until the SIS programme ended in March 1947.672 

 

The Roosevelt Administration had placed the FBI in charge of political surveillance in Latin 

America during the war, under the Special Intelligence Service (SIS) programme, 

established by Presidential Directive in 1940, with 700 agents were assigned to combat 

mainly Nazi influence in Mexico, Brazil, Chile, and Argentina.  Its mission, however, 

extended beyond countries with significant German populations or spy rings – for 

example, 45 agents were dispatched to Ecuador, a country without any German espionage 

networks.  Furthermore, by 1943, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had shifted the SIS’s focus 

from Nazism to communism673.  

 

It was not until May 1945 that the first Special Agent was sent to Panama in an official 

liaison capacity as Legal Attaché at the US Embassy, with peak presence in the country 

under the SIS programme in June 1946, when there were 5 representatives in Panama.  

 
670   The FBI was given the responsibility for the Western Hemisphere, including Canada and Central and 
South America, except Panama. 
671  Postwar, the FBI legal attaché office closed due to the War Department refusing to grant FBI 
representatives the full authority given to regular legal attachés in other countries. 
672  https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service  
673  The FBI in Latin America: The Ecuador Files by Marc Becker (Duke University Press), 2017: 
https://www.dukeupress.edu/the-fbi-in-latin-america  
 

https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service
https://www.dukeupress.edu/the-fbi-in-latin-america
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The FBI has said that its official representatives acted almost entirely in a straightforward 

liaison capacity.674 

 

The activities of the FBI SIS office in Panama included – 

• During the war, the FBI surveilled the activities of the Spanish Charge d’Affaires.  At 

that time the records of the former German Legation were being held by the 

Spanish Legation, and an attempt was being made to obtain them.  It was reported 

that the Charge had burnt some of those records, that he operated an intelligence 

operation in Panama, and that he harboured pro-Nazi sympathies.  The 

Panamanian Government was to declare him persona non grata and he was then 

recalled to Spain. 

• Having obtained the records from the former German Legation, an FBI 

representative assisted in their review. 

• Kept FBI headquarters advised of the political situation in Panama, and the 

activities of Communists in Panama. 

• In late 1945, assisted the Army in burglaries occurring in various USAAF airfields in 

the Canal Zone. 

• Had 12 personnel attached – including from March 1945 the Legal Attaché, a 

police and an US Army liaison.  However, 8 of the 12 were described as 

“undercover”. 

• Maintained files on German, Japanese, Italian, Spanish, Communist, French and 

American activities in Panama; as well as on political, economic and social matters 

in Panama.  There were files on such subjects as foreign agents, penetration and 

residents in Panama (German, Italian, Japanese, Communist, Spanish, French and 

Romanian), sabotage, radio stations, submarine activities near Panama. 

 

 
674  https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service  

https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service
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Interestingly, in the light of postwar developments throughout Central America, one of 

the achievements of the SIS programme was said to be a monograph on “Labor-

Communist Movement in Central America” in Autumn 1946675. 

 

THE ONI 

 

As we have seen, the Army had the lead on intelligence and counter-intelligence 

operations in Panama and the Canal Zone.  Under the 1940 agreement delineating 

responsibilities, ONI had assumed responsibility for investigation and disposal of all cases 

in the naval establishment, including civilians under naval employment or control and all 

civilians in Guam and American Samoa676.  However, there remained a role for the US 

Navy and its Office of Naval Intelligence. 

 

ONI was keeping track of Japanese activities in South America and the Panama Canal Zone 

in the early 1930s.  Much of the information on Japanese activities in the Canal Zone was 

collected by the Naval Attaché in Buenos Aires; and close cooperation in regard to 

Japanese activities was also maintained with the FBI.  

 

During the 1939-1942 period, the work of ONI Latin American Desk focused on 

counterintelligence and its related activities.  Not only were there believed to be 

approximately 2.5 million Axis-origin aliens residing throughout Latin America, but also 

that their influence upon the political, social, economic, and military institutions of the 

Latin American republics created the single largest obstacle to effective cooperation by 

those republics with the US. 

 

 
675  https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service  
676  A Century of US Naval Intelligence by Captain Wyman H. Packard USN (Retired), a joint publication of the 
Office of Naval Intelligence and the Naval Historical Center (Department of the Navy) 1996: 
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A-CENTURY-OF-US-NAVAL-INTELLIGENCE-
compressed.pdf  

https://vault.fbi.gov/special-intelligence-service
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A-CENTURY-OF-US-NAVAL-INTELLIGENCE-compressed.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A-CENTURY-OF-US-NAVAL-INTELLIGENCE-compressed.pdf
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THE ROLE OF ONI IN THE 15TH NAVAL DISTRICT677 

 

The District Intelligence Office, 15th Naval District was established in 1936, but until 1938 it 

was staffed by only 1 part-time officer.  By 1940, it had 3 officers, 2 enlisted personnel, 

and 4 civilians.   

 

By December 1941, it had expanded to 54 officers, 26 enlisted personnel, and 51 civilians. 

This total of 131 included 71 persons assigned to censorship duties who, in 1942, were 

placed under the Director of Censorship in Washington, DC.  Therefore, 1943 found the 

office staffed by 32 officers, 29 enlisted personnel, and 10 civilians. 

 

Because the US Embassy in Panama, had no Naval Attaché accredited to it, the district 

intelligence officer was charged with certain attaché responsibilities and maintained close 

liaison with the US Naval Attachés in other Latin American countries.  

 

The main office was at 15th Naval District Headquarters at Balboa.  In addition, there was a 

Branch Office at Cristobal on the Atlantic side, plus 3 intelligence units, 1 each at Cristobal; 

the Naval Base, Balboa; and the Naval Ammunition Depot, Balboa.  The intelligence units 

were concerned primarily with the security of the facilities to which they were assigned, 

with the Cristobal unit serving the submarine base and the air station at Coco Solo.  

 

The Branch Office, Cristobal, briefed and debriefed ships leaving and returning on the 

Atlantic side, including submarines from Coco Solo.  Merchant ship masters were also 

debriefed as warranted.  

 

On the Pacific side, headquarters personnel performed the intelligence collection and 

briefing functions.  

 

 
677  Ibid. 
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As an example of the work unique to the office, in the Summer of 1941, an ONI 

requirement was received to collect monograph material on the Darien Province.  

Lieutenant (jg) E Lawrence Adams, USNR, was allocated the task and the small naval yacht 

Jade (PY-17) was assigned to convey him.  He went upriver to get to the interior, 

thereafter using dugout canoes and going on foot, as there were no roads.  The main 

objective was to record what was seen and to talk with local inhabitants to determine if 

any foreigners had passed through the area recently.  "Foreigners," of course, would be 

suspect as possible enemy agents, although some were known to be involved in 

smuggling.  The report of Adams's reconnaissance was in narrative form and the 

information about the wild and wet area was mostly negative. 
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Chapter 23 

THE AIR FORCES 

 
A B-10 bomber at Albrook Field 
after an emergency landing in the 

1930s678 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

One needs to remember that during World War 2 (and, in fact, until 1947) the US “air 

force” was actually part of the Army – as the United States Army Air Corps until 1941, and 

the United States Army Air Force after that679.   

 

In 1932 to 1940, for example, when the Army command in the Canal Zone, the Panama 

Canal Department, was divided into 3 commands (it later reorganised along similar lines 

later in the war in 1943) – these divisions being Atlantic, Pacific and Department Troops - 

USAAC units were placed under the latter division680. 

 

The aviation forces available in Panama also included the flying boats of the US Navy, and 

later the Navy’s own land-based patrol bombers.  Such was the inter-service rivalry, a 

wartime agreement had to be brokered to allow the Navy to operate the land-based 

patrol bombers that were found essential for the patrol, convoy escort and anti-

 
678  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof642.htm 
679  An actual “US Air Force” was only finally created in 1947. 
680  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof642.htm
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


349 
 

submarine roles681.682  See below for more on the 1943 agreement between the USAAF 

and US Navy over the use of land-based patrol bombers. 

   Albrook Field in 1936 

Albrook Field in 1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
681  A conflict over the use of land-based aircraft dated from the late 1920s, when the US Navy began 
stationing torpedo-bombers at land bases in Hawaii and the Canal Zone.  The resolution of the resulting 
dispute in 1928, described as “ambiguous” (leaving the question of responsibility for aerial coastal defence 
unresolved into the 1930s), authorised the Navy to base some strike aircraft ashore if the primary functions 
of these planes were scouting and patrol: but it also recognised the Army’s chief responsibility in resisting 
attacks on the coasts of the US and its possession: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/24/2001330068/-
1/-1/0/AFD-100924-038.pdf  
682  For much more on pre-war planning by the USAAC, including the inter-service rivalry with the Navy, see 
Foulois and the US Army Air Corps 1931-1935 by John F Shiner (Office of Air Force History, USAF. Washington 
DC, 1983). 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/24/2001330068/-1/-1/0/AFD-100924-038.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/24/2001330068/-1/-1/0/AFD-100924-038.pdf
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The first US air unit had arrived in Panama in 1917, being assigned to the Panama Canal 

Department, as the senior US Army headquarters.  During World War 1, the squadron683 

was used on U-boat patrol from Cristobal, the port near Colon at the Atlantic end of the 

Canal.  It used several airfields before being permanently based at the airstrip at Coco 

Field, which became France Field684 in May 1918 (and subsequently renamed France Army 

Air Force Base in 1941).  See below for some notes on the use of France Field. 

 

At the end of Fiscal Year 1938, the Secretary of War, in a report to the President, stated 

that – “We must greatly augment our air forces and our antiaircraft artillery installations 

in the Panama Canal Zone.  The Panama Canal must be made impregnable”.  However, 

prior to 1939, the USAAC had maintained in the Canal Zone as many aircraft and men as 

its limited appropriations would allow.  However, equipment was outmoded and regarded 

as of doubtful value in protecting the Canal.685 

 

In 1938, Commanding General, General Brett, who had considerable experience flying 

throughout the Continental USA, said that he felt that there were no conditions in the US 

that in any way, shape or form approached the flying hazards experienced in Panama on 

normal flights.686 

 

The landing fields, other than the established ones at France Field and Albrook, were very 

much seen as “emergency” fields, even those municipal fields at a number of towns in the 

Republic.  In some cases, the landing grounds were regarded as “treacherous”.687 

 
683  The 7th Aero Squadron was equipped with Curtiss JN-4 Jenny 2-seater biplanes and Curtiss R-3 and R-3 
float-equipped biplanes.  It was commanded by a Captain HH Arnold - the later General “Hap” Arnold, the 
World War 2 USAAF commander and its only 5-star general. 
684  Located just east of the current harbour in Colon, it is now Enrique Adolfo Jiménez Airport (Aeropuerto 
Enrique Adolfo Jiménez).  It was established by the US Army in 1918.  Later renamed the France Army Air 
Force Base in 1941, and the France Air Force Base from March 1948, it closed in November 1949 and was 
turned over to the Panamanian Government and made a civilian airport, although US jurisdiction actually 
continued until 1973, with occasional use as a satellite of Albrook Air Force Base. 
685  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
686  Ibid. 
687  Ibid. 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
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After France Field, the second permanent Army airfield was Albrook Field, which opened 

in 1932, construction having been authorised in 1928 and with actual work beginning in 

1930.  During the 1930s it was expanded, and the runways improved, with hard surface 

runways being introduced in 1939, the original runways having been considered 

unsuitable for all-weather flying.   

 

As noted elsewhere, Albrook Field fulfilled a need for air defence facilities at the Pacific 

end of the Canal, and was located near to Panama City.  On the south-east side of the 

airfield was a commercial air terminal, camouflaged during the war and used by Pan 

American.  To the north of the airfield was Fort Clayton, with Balboa, capital of the Canal 

Zone, to the south.   

 

During the war, Albrook Field was home to many fighter and bomber units, was the 

headquarters of the Sixth Air Force and the Panama Air Depot (see below).  Also known as 

Albrook Army Airfield, until it became Albrook Air Force Base in 1948 (with the creation of 

the new US Air Force)688.689 

 

In 1939, there were complaints of other Army elements making too many demands on the 

USAAC, resulting in a disruption of training and a severe strain on equipment, resulting in 

servicing problems that might not be capable locally due to the small size of the PAD and 

lack of suitable labour.  The missions involved included target-towing for artillery tracking, 

searchlight practice, anti-aircraft practice, observation of field and coastal artillery 

 
688  In 1975, it was downgraded to become Albrook Air Force Station, the control tower closed and aircraft 
and units moved to Howard AFB.  Much of the site was transferred to the Panamanian Government in 1979.  
It was officially closed altogether and handed over to the Panamanian Government in 1997.  It was 
refurbished and reopened in its current form as a civilian airport in 1999. 
689  It is now found alongside Albrook Mall, the largest shopping mall in Latin America689, and is known as 
Albrook Airport or Marcos A Gelabert International Airport: 
https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html  
Ironically, the Army and Air Force Exchange Service, a Department of Defense agency, operated postwar an 
“Albrook Mall” in various buildings on the base that became the primary shopping area for troops stationed 
there, not just USAF personnel: https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station 

https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html
https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station
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practice, familiarisation flights and use during field exercises etc.  In FY 1939, the 

commander estimated that only 10% of such flying could be regarded as training for the 

air units involved.690 

 

Also having a presence in the Canal Zone was the Army Airways Communications System 

(AACS), a USAAF service which provided reliable long-range radio communications as the 

USAAC/USAAF began operations worldwide.  It was also involved in navigational facilities, 

including radio guide beams and blind-landing electronic aids.  In Panama was AACS 

Station WYYT at Rio Hato.  At this and the nearby Station WYRF in Guatemala City, used 

Signal Corps cryptographers and, unable to replace them, the AACS retained and then 

absorbed them into its service.691 

 

 

 

P-39Q Airacobra of 30th Fighter Squadron at 
Panama Air Depot at Albrook Field in March 

1945692 

 

 

 

 

If an enemy attack had been mounted on the Canal Zone in September 1939, official 

records say that the 19th Wing would have provided little worthwhile opposition.  Its 

actual complement was less than half required by its 2 pursuit, 1 bomber, 1 attack, 2 

reconnaissance and 2 airbase squadrons that made up the Wing.  At Albrook Field and 

France Field there were 33 B-18, 14 A-17 and 24 P-26A, with the 31 additional P-36A that 

 
690  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
691  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003 
692  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:30th_Fighter_Squadron_P-39Q_-
_47_at_Panama_Air_Depot_Mar_1945.jpg 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:30th_Fighter_Squadron_P-39Q_-_47_at_Panama_Air_Depot_Mar_1945.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:30th_Fighter_Squadron_P-39Q_-_47_at_Panama_Air_Depot_Mar_1945.jpg
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were arriving would take the number of tactical aircraft available to the Wing to 102.  The 

immediate objective was set to have, by January 1940, 2 pursuit (fighter), a bombardment 

and 2 reconnaissance squadrons to be effective693. 

 

However, in September 1939, the War Department reminded the Panama Canal 

Department that the Navy was (in theory) responsible for the location and attacking any 

forces found in its coastal zone694, and the role of the Army was to assist.  The USAAC 

commander pressed for naval patrol bombers, and for land-based long-range 4-engine 

bombers – specifically asking for what became the B-24 Liberator.695 

 

ARMY AIRFIELD USE UNTIL THE 1930s 

 

The original 1903 Treaty had set out a procedure (available in perpetuity, like the rights to 

the Canal Zone itself) whereby the US could acquire, the use, occupation and control of 

land outside the Canal Zone.  Where private land, as opposed to public land, was involved 

this involved a payment to the owner, based on pre-1903 land values (and determined by 

the US Treasury).  For the use of private land (or, indeed, public land occupied by 

squatters), no formal agreement from the Panamanian government was necessary, it 

being, in effect, a purely commercial arrangement696. 

 

Where public land was involved, the procedure that was provided for under the 1903 

treaty was for the Commanding General to forward a formal request to the Governor of 

the Canal Zone, who would in turn notify the President of Panama that the defined areas 

were “necessary and convenient for the construction, maintenance, sanitation and 

protection of the Panama Canal”.  The President would issue a Decree which prevented 

 
693  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
694 The Joint Defence Plan, Panama Canal, 1938. 
695  Ibid. 
696 Acquisition of Air Bases in Latin America June 1939 – June 1943 by Captain Bynum E Weathers Jr (USAF 
Historical Study No.63, USAF Historical Division, Research Studies Institute, Maxwell AFB, Alabama (1943): 
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
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any subsequent transfer of the land for speculation and, if owned by the Panamanian 

Government, no further negotiations were required697. 

 

During and just after World War 1, the US did acquire small additional areas, but it was 

not until the 1930s, when the US wanted considerably more, suitable territory for the 

establishment of airfields and other essential defences that real problems arose. 

 

In 1933, the War Department notified the State Department of the military need for 

additional airfields within Panamanian territory, with 7 sites then being identified.  This 

need was then communicated to the Government of Panama.  The latter expressed a 

willingness to enter into negotiations over public land, and reminding the US of the need 

for the payment of rent for private land, as well as expressing a need for any facilities to 

also be available for official and private aviation of Panama itself. 

 

During the period 1931-41, the USAAC is said to made use of some 60 places described as 

airfields in Panama, but except for Rio Hato (see below), none was in continuous 

operational use and most remained essentially ordinary fields available for take offs and 

landings698.  It appeared that most were used on the basis of being available, rather than 

for their strategic or tactical importance.  Arrangements were generally made, more or 

less informally, with the local landowner.  In one example, a landing site was used, 

without formal lease, for an annual payment of $600 to a landowner who had, in turn, 

leased the property involved from the government. 

 

In 1935, a report said that 25 landing field had been identified, reconnoitred, and 

improved, with the list of such sites forwarded to Panamanian officials. 

 

 
697  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 
698 Which was sufficient for the aircraft types then in use.  Furthermore, it seems no accurate records of such 
use was kept until 1933, when sites then in use were surveyed, and notes on them prepared for use by 
USAAC pilots: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf
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Formal use of Rio Hato began in 1931.  It was in the Coclé province east of Panama City 

and was outside the Canal Zone.  It later became the Rio Hato Army Air Base and was used 

until 1948, when facilities outside the Canal Zone were returned to Panamanian 

Government control – though it continued as an auxiliary landing field for Howard Air 

Force Base until 1990. 

 

In 1934, the USAAC 19th Composite Wing was organised within the Panama Canal 

Department, headquartered at Albrook Field.  It was reorganised as the 19th Wing in 1937, 

and expanded but remaining headquartered at Albrook Field. 

 

In the early 1930s, the Drum Board, a special committee of the Army General Council699, 

had concluded that American air power lagged dangerously behind that of other world 

powers, and called for a significant expansion of its combat strength and basing 

facilities700.  The Drum Board identified the Panama Canal Zone and Hawaii as 8th and 9th 

most critical air defence regions outside the Continental US, and in 1935 Congress had 

passed the Wilcox Act, which authorised the necessary expansion of the airfield network, 

but funding was only gradually approved to allow for the necessary building 

programmes701.702  

 

As we have seen, the joint Army/Navy plan of 1935 saw defensive roles divided between 

the Army, Navy, and the Panama Canal Administration as follows – 

• Army (including the USAAC) – to defend the Canal from sabotage and hostile 

attacks; 

 
699  The Drum Board was a panel of 5 generals formed in August 1933 by the General Staff to oppose 
recommendations by USAAC planners for development and expansion to meet defence needs. 
700  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
701  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
702  A force of 2,320 aircraft was recommended by the Drum Board (to maintain the levels of serviceable 
aircraft necessary under war plans), and authorised by Congress in June 1936, but appropriations were 
denied by the administration until 1939, when the probability of war became apparent.  Instead, the USAAC 
inventory actually declined to 855 total aircraft in 1936, a year after the creation of GHQ Air Force in the 
Continental USA, which by itself was recommended to have a strength of 980. 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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• Navy (including its shore-based aircraft assets) – to patrol the coastal zone and 

control and protect shipping therein; and 

• Panama Canal Administration – to protect, operate and maintain the canal, its 

adjuncts and appurtenances to ensure continuous service at the required levels703. 

 

Air Defenses of the Panama Canal 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941, prepared by the 

AAF Historical Office in January 1946704, said that the air arm of the Canal Zone defences 

experienced a period of unprecedented peacetime expansion in the late 1930s and that 

the conception of Canal defence broadened to include the entire Caribbean area.  

However, it also said that prior to 1939 the USAAC had maintained in the Canal Zone only 

as many aircraft and aircrew as its limited appropriations would allow, and that the 

equipment was generally “outmoded” and “was of doubtful value in protecting the 

Canal”. 

 

As the war approached in 1940, a new organisation was created in the form of the 

Panama Canal Air Force705, headquartered at Albrook Field, as a major command of the 

USAAC for units based and around the Canal Zone.  In 1942, with the creation of the 

USAAF, and under a further reorganisation, it was redesignated the Caribbean Air Force in 

August 1941, as part of the overall Caribbean Defense Command, and then became the 

Sixth Air Force in September 1942706, retaining that title until 1946.  The Sixth Air Force 

served as a command with responsibility for all USAAF operations in the Caribbean and 

 
703  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
704  Air Defenses of the Panama Canal 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941, Army Air Forces Historical Studies 
No.42, prepared by AAF Historical Office, January 1946, by Miss Kathleen Williams of the Combat 
Operational History Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-
096.pdf 
705  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 
706  In 1946, it was again renamed, as the Caribbean Air Command.  Later, from 1963 to 1976, US Air Forces 
Southern Command was to have its headquarters at what had become by then Albrook Air Force Base: 
https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station
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Central and South America707,  In Panama itself, the Caribbean Defense Command was the 

senior US Army headquarters from 1941 to 1947, with a USAAF component as the 

Caribbean Interceptor Command (renamed later in 1941 as the 6th Interceptor Command, 

as part of the Sixth Air Force). 

 

Headquartered at Albrook Field, the Panama Canal Air Force, an Army command, was 

established in November 1940, as the command for the USAAC units based in and 

defending the Canal Zone.  It was redesignated the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941, as 

part of the overall Caribbean Defense Command, and then became the Sixth Air Force in 

September 1942708, retaining that title until 1946.   

 

A third airfield opened in 1939, on the other side of the Pacific entrance to the Canal, i.e. 

on the South American side, on the Canal Bruja Point Military Reservation, and on 1 

December 1939 this airfield, originally called Bruja Point Airfield, was renamed Howard 

Field709.  Hosting both fighters and bombers during the war, from 1941, it was deactivated 

in 1950 and the property (which had by then become a USAF site710) turned over to the US 

Army711. 

 

Howard Field, which was originally part of Fort Kobbe, expanded dramatically from 1940.  

Rushed to completion by the Constructing Quartermaster, 10,000 acres (4,047 hectares) 

of impenetrable vegetation at Howard were transformed into a “thriving, highly-

industrialised city of 5,000 inhabitants”.  The work was completed in less than a year and 

 
707  The Sixth Air Force, as part of the Caribbean Defense Command, operated over the same area of control. 
708  In 1946, it was again renamed, as the Caribbean Air Command.  Later, from 1963 to 1976, US Air Forces 
Southern Command was to have its headquarters at what had become by then Albrook Air Force Base: 
https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station 
709  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43 
710  The USAF had been formed in 1947, replacing the former US Army Air Force. 
711  The USAF continued to make use of Howard in training and, in 1961, all USAF flight operations relocated 
to Howard once more – becoming an important asset, with a 8,500-feet runway, described as best US 
airfield south of the Rio Grande.  The last US fixed-wing aircraft left in May 1999, and the base turned over 
to Panama in November.  It is now Panama Pacifico International Airport and, under Law 41 in 2004, the 
Panama Pacifico special economic zone (or ‘free zone’). 

https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Albrook_Air_Force_Station
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43
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it became an independent installation in June 1941.  All structures were permanent 

buildings of concrete and steel designed to withstand the rigors of the harsh climate.  The 

concrete runway was constructed by the NP Severin Company, which provided its own 

equipment and labour - the Constructing Quartermaster oversaw the grading and supplied 

the needed materials.  

 

More than 85,000 square yards (71,070 square metres) of concrete were laid by 

Panamanian labourers in 21 days.  The new concrete was first covered with water-soaked 

burlap, followed by a coat of black asphalt emulsion to avoid cracking caused by high 

temperatures and rapid evaporation during curing712. 

 

In order to explore the effects of their tactical abilities, a simulated bombing run on the 

Howard Field runway was conducted in 1942.  Explosive charges under one end of the 

runway were ignited without warning, to see the damage produced and to test the repair 

crews. The 23-feet diameter crater was filled and other damage repaired within 6 hours, 

when the runway re-opened for operations713. 

 

In 1941, the commander of the Caribbean Air Force pressed for the completion of 9 

auxiliary airfields in the Republic.  Technically, the Quartermaster Corps was still 

responsible for the construction, but the Constructing Quartermaster was over-extended 

and the US Army Corps of Engineers insisted that engineers be allowed to complete the 

work.  Beginning in March, 2 companies of the 11th Engineers were assigned to the 

airfields and were assisted by the 805th Engineer Aviation Company.  Their goal was to 

accomplish as much work as possible before the start of the rainy season. By June 1941, 6 

 
712  https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
713  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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emergency landing strips were graded and ready to receive aircraft714.  2 auxiliary fields — 

Aguadulce and Chame — were also under construction715. 

 

Many other airfields or airstrips were established throughout Panama during the war –  

• Anton Army Airfield, an auxiliary to Howard Field716;  

• Calzada Larga in the province of Panama, which was used 1942-44, including for 

the training of glider transport pilots717;  

• Chame Army Airfield, aka Airdrome or Chame Airfield #1, in the province pf 

Panama Oeste and used as an auxiliary of Howard Field 1942-45718;  

• David Army Airfield (aka San Jose Field)719, another auxiliary of Howard Field but 

located in the far east of Panama, near the city of David Sur and built by the US 

under the 1941 agreement for bases outside the Canal Zone, with bomber units 

based there until 1945; 

• La Chorerra Army Airfield, on the southern side of the Canal, associated with 

Albrook Field and later Howard Army Air Base, with mainly fighter units being 

based there 1941-44; 

• Madden Army Airfield, established in 1944 and used as a base for fighters, with the 

intended role of defending the Madden Lake and Dam (which were part of the 

reservoir arrangements to main water levels for the Canal).  The 29th Pursuit 

Squadron moved from Albrook Field to become the first to be based at Calzada Larga 

 
714  Leading the Way: The History of Air Force Civil Engineers 1907-2012 by R. Christopher Goodwin & 
Associates Inc on behalf of the Air Force Civil Engineering Support Agency, 2012: 
https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf 
715  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
716  This airfield no longer exists. 
717  This continues to exist as Calzada Larga Airport, a general aviation airport for the town of Caimitillo.  See 
later reference to the Striking Force, which included glider landing troops. 
718  This still exists. 
719  Now the Enrique Malek International Airport. 

https://media.defense.gov/2015/Apr/02/2001329844/-1/-1/0/AFD-150402-022.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
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Airfield, Panama (later named Madden Field), being redesignated as the 29th Fighter 

Squadron on 15 May 1942720; 

• Patilla Point Army Airfield, also established in 1944 and overlooking Panama Bay 

on the Pacific, this was another base for fighters for the defence of the Canal; and 

• Pocri Army Airfield (aka Pocri Auxiliary Aerodrome), like others was established in 

1944 as a fighter base and an auxiliary to Howard Field721.  It was located in the 

Azuero peninsula on the eastern edge of Panama Bay (and is now covered in 

housing). 

 

As explained in the Chapter on 1941, the perceived danger to the Canal that year saw 

priority given to sending 9 additional B-17 heavy bombers, with fighter reinforcements 

provided from within the Caribbean Defense Command (the transfer of 25 P-40 from 

Puerto Rico - a movement completed on 14 December).  By the end of the year, 80 

additional fighters had arrived in Panama from the US and, to avoid the repeat of the 

destruction of the aircraft that had been neatly lined up in Hawaii, aircraft were dispersed, 

and protective revetments722 were built and camouflage employed wherever possible.723 

 

President Roosevelt at Albrook Field, with B-18 bombers in 1940 

 
720  .  In August, a detachment was deployed to Peru.  In January 1943, the squadron began reequipping from 
P-40 to the P-39K Airacobra.  In October, a flight was detached to operate from Aguadulce Army Airfield.720  
In March 1944, the squadron left Panama and moved to the US. 
721  It no longer exists, having been built over. 
722  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. 
723  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
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While the principal mission of the air forces in Panama was, of course, defence of the 

Canal, the first major wartime function was in conducting anti-submarine patrols in the 

Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico.  As explained in the Chapter on the advance bases, bases 

and operations extended out from Panama as far as the Galapagos Islands and Peru in the 

Pacific and Cuba and Dutch Guiana in the Caribbean – and even to Brazil, to protect the 

transatlantic services to North Africa. 

 

A Joint Operations Center was established on 17 December 1941, with an Air Task Force 

added on 22 December, under the Commanding General of the Sixth Bomber Command.  

The Air Task Force was to include all USAAC bombers in the Panama sector, plus all US 

Navy patrol bombers in the Panama Naval Frontier, for the purpose of aerial patrol and 

reconnaissance and to attack any force detected in either the Atlantic or Pacific 

approaches.   

 

This initially left the Caribbean areas largely to naval forces, as both USAAC and Navy 

aviation operations were concentrated on the Pacific approaches, which were thought 

more potentially vulnerable.  Indeed, the Army was convinced the greater danger came 

from the Pacific and thus there was a need to concentrate forces on that side.  However, 

the Navy considered the submarine threat on the Atlantic approaches and Caribbean sea 

routes to be greater.724 

 

In September 1941, the Air Task Force included US Navy Patrol Wing VP-3 (less 4 

squadrons) and all of the available PBY flying boats were attached to the Task Force for 

operational control.  However, this still meant that patrol mission of the Navy was 

handicapped by a lack of aircraft, and the USAAC assigned some of its own bombers for 

patrols. 

 
724  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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In May 1942, the Navy Department informed the 15th Naval District that it would allocate 

no less than 180 aircraft to the Panama area.  In July 1942, the Navy advised that it was to 

transfer a PBY squadron from anti-submarine operations in the Caribbean to patrol duties 

on the Pacific side, with squadron VP-32 undertaking the role.  While the base at Salinas in 

Ecuador was commissioned as NAS Salinas in August 1942, and a Navy squadron began to 

participate in patrols, Pacific patrols at the time continued to be largely undertaken by 

USAAF aircraft (generally speaking, by then, long-range B-24 types) due a lack of Navy 

ones (and, in any case, Navy aircraft were urgently needed to combat a growing U-boat 

threat in the Caribbean). 

 

From April 1943, Navy patrol aircraft began to gradually replace USAAF bombers on the 

Pacific patrols, with squadrons VP-206 (stationed at Salinas) and VP-207 (stationed at 

Corinto in Nicaragua).  In October 1943, with additional squadrons becoming available, 

the Navy finally took on the entire Pacific secruity patrol role. 

 

However, during the period of renewed U-boat threat from 23 November 1943 to 8 April 

1944, the USAAF took on more of the anti-submarine work in the Caribbean.  During this 

period, 219 4-engine and 266 twin-engine bomber missions were undertaken by VI 

Bomber Command, carrying out anti-submarine sweeps on behalf of the Navy. 

In early 1943, the new 10th Fleet was established for overall command of all anti-

submarine operations in that part of the Atlantic under US strategic control – this meaning 

that a commander of forces in the Panama Sea Frontier served 3 superiors (the Caribbean 

Defense Command, 15th Naval District and 10th Fleet).725 

 

At the end of the war most of the Caribbean bases were either returned to local 

authorities in 1945-46 or, in the case of the bases in British territories obtained under 

 
725  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Lend-Lease726, were reduced in size and use (e.g. to use as weather stations for the 

Military Air Transport Service).  As already noted, the US bases in Panama outside the 

Canal Zone were returned to the Panamanian authorities in 1948, and in 1949 the 

remaining Caribbean bases (including those on British territory) were closed to save 

money. 

 

Another reorganisation in 1946 saw the Sixth Air Force become the Caribbean Air 

Command.  Its principal mission continued to be defence of the Canal, although it had 

additional functions in providing disaster relief in Latin American states and providing 

foreign military sales (FMS) support, including through training and logistical and 

maintenance support.  The latter support is said to have included the supply of surplus US 

aircraft to friendly Latin American air forces, with what was now Howard Air Force Base as 

a centre, and the establishment of the Inter-American Air Forces Academy which hosted 

officers and men from more than a dozen Latin American states727. 

 

As we have seen, aviation was not the exclusive concern of the US Army. There was also 

the naval aviation facility, with 3 aircraft hangars and a blimp hangar728, plus ramps for 

flying-boats729, at the Coco Solo submarine base near Colon.   

 

The increase in commercial aviation in Latin America during the 1920s and 1930s gave rise 

to the threat of potential nearby airstrips from which an attack against the Canal might be 

launched730.   This threat was in addition to any potential air attack launched form ships at 

sea. 

 
726  They were on a 99-year lease arrangement. 
727  In the 1980s, this Academy relocated to Texas. 
728  Blimps were non-rigid airships, which the Navy used for patrol and reconnaissance duties.  Though used 
widely for anti-submarine duties off the US east coast and in the European theatre, as well as the Caribbean, 
no operations appear to have been conducted from Panama during the war.   
729  Coco Solo was an early base for examples of the famous PBY Catalina, with PBY-1 of US Navy squadron 
VP-3 in the mid- to late 1930s. 
730  This was not an unrealistic threat as, for example, at the start of the war the President of the Dominican 
Republic, for example, admired Hitler and similar views were held by the dictators of Guatemala and El 
Salvador. Colombia only declared war on the Axis powers in November 1943 (though having ceased 
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As explained earlier, the defence plans gave the USAAC the responsibility of air defence of 

the Canal, with the understanding that Navy patrol aircraft would carry out distant 

reconnaissance, patrolling, reporting, and tracking.  The 2 major tasks of the USAAC 

consisted of – 

• furnishing an offensive or striking force to destroy enemy vessels encountered; 

and  

• furnishing a defensive force to combat air attacks.   

 

Similar missions would be assumed by other USAAC contingents as bases were established 

throughout the Caribbean and by the Caribbean Air Force upon its activation in May 1941. 

 

AT-6F Texan (Harvard to British 
users) of the Sith Air Force 
USAAC in Panama 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
diplomatic relations following Pearl Harbor), following U-boat attacks on Colombian shipping.  In December 
1941, around 4,000 Germans lived in Colombia, with internment being, reluctantly, introduced. 
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P-36 fighters arrayed for 
the cameras in a 1939 
newsreel 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
As we have seen in the Chapter on defences in general, it was not until 1929 that the need 

for an airfield on the Pacific end of the Canal Zone was accepted, with Albrook Field being 

constructed in the 1930s731 - but with hard surface runways only being added in 1939732.  

The other military airfield at the time was at France Field, a specially constructed airfield 

on the Atlantic end of the Canal Zone near Manzanillo Bay.  Other civilian airfields, 

including the main ones at Panama City and David, saw use but in 1935 the US Army733 

acquired a lease to use the airstrip at Rio Hato (which had been established in 1931) and, 

during World War 2, was to expand it to become a major airbase housing bomber and 

fighter aircraft734.   

 
731  Originally known as the Balboa Fill Landing Field until 1924, as Albrook "Marcos A. Gelabert" 
International Airport it remains in use, now being Panama City’s second airport, used mainly for internal 
routes, business and general aviation. 
732  https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html 
733  Until 1948, the Air Corps was a part of the US Army (although renamed as the US Army Air Force from 
1941). 
734  As Rio Hato Army Air Base it remained in use until 1948.  However, it was used by the USAF as an 
auxiliary landing strip as late as 1990, being part of the Howard Air Force Base complex.  Howard had been 
part of wartime expansion, and had opened in 1942. 

https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/albrook/index.html
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An A-17, a 2-seat attack 
bomber aircraft of USAAC 
74th Attack Squadron, 
Panama Canal Zone 1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An article titled “Panama is Defenseless” by Colonel Billy Mitchell735 that appeared 

in a popular aviation magazine in 1929, and was widely reprinted in 1940 helped to 

spur the assignment of additional air units. The vulnerability of the Canal Zone to 

enemy attack was unquestioned and the Canal was a critical national asset that had 

to be protected.736 

 

In 1939, the USAAC737 presence in the Canal Zone amounted to only about 28 medium 

bombers, 14 light bombers, 24 pursuit (i.e. fighters), plus a few trainers and general utility 

types738.  The combat aircraft were described as obsolete.  By contrast, at peak strength 

during the war, the US was to have 189 bombers and 202 fighters defending the Canal. 

 
735  Mitchell had already found fame (or notoriety) after World War 1 by championing the vulnerability of 
battleships to bomber aircraft, and carrying out attacks on captured German warships to prove the point. 
736  Alae Supra Canalem: Wings Over the Canal by Dan Hagedorn (Turner) 1995: 
https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm 
737  The USAAC became the US Army Air Force in 1941, and the independent US Air Force was established 
after the war in 1947. 
738  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  

https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm
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2 crewmen from the 74th 
Attack Squadron pose 
with an A-17 at Rio Hato 
Field, Panama, 1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendations of the General Board of the Navy and the Army-Navy Joint Board in 

1940 included one that preparations must be made for the operation of constant air 

patrols over a wide area to the west of Panama.  This would include patrol squadrons of 

seaplanes operating from near Guayaquil on the Ecuadorian coast, in the Gulf of Fonseca 

in Nicaragua, and in the Galapagos Islands, with the latter as the key installations.  These 

were to be fortified by both the Army and the Navy, under a programme directed by Army 

engineers739. 

 

Experience from the war in Europe was to prove the need for early warning of 

approaching aircraft (see the Chapter on radar).  It had become increasingly clear from the 

late 1930s that by the time hostile aircraft came within range of the existing Army 

defences it would be too late to prevent them from delivering an attack on the Canal, and 

that effective air interception would require long-range patrols, radar installations, and a 

screen of outlying bases.  Plans to deal with the shortcomings led to the stand-off with the 

Panamanian Government (as further sites outside the Canal Zone were necessary), and 

with the removal of the then President Arias Madrid in 1940, an agreement to acquire the 

additional sites required was finally reached in 1942. 

 

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

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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In February 1940, the forces available to the Panama Canal Department were divided into 

Department Troops, the Panama Mobile Force (Provisional), the Panama Separate Coast 

Artillery (Provisional) and the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) 19th Wing740.   

 

CARIBBEAN AIR FORCE When, in February 1941, the Commanding General of the 

Department was also made commander of the Army’s new 

Caribbean Defense Command (CDC)741, which incorporated 

responsibilities in various British Caribbean possessions which 

the US had acquired under Lend-Lease, the separate Caribbean 

Air Force, also an Army command742, was established at the 

same time.  The Caribbean Air Force had responsibilities across 

all 3 sectors for which the CDC had responsibility743, which 

included Ecuador, Colombia and Central America south of 

Mexico. 

 

The formation of the Caribbean Air Force represented a marked 

advance over the force which previously had been depended 

upon for the air defence of the Panama Canal.  Although 

military aviation had been a part of the defences of the Canal 

from 1917, until late in 1939 USAAC units, then organised under 

the 19th Wing, had occupied a subsidiary position in the Panama 

 
740  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
741  For more detailed information on the history of the Command 1941-47, see Vasquez, Cesar A., A History 
of the United States Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947), 2016. FIU Electronic Theses and 
Dissertations. 2458. https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458 
742  As the independent USAF was not established until 1947. 
743  The others were the Puerto Rico Sector (Puerto Rico Department – formed in 1939 and with 
headquarters in San Juan, Virgin Islands, and the Bahamas, Jamaica and Antigua Base Commands) and the 
Trinidad Sector (Trinidad, St Lucia and British Guiana Base Commands).  In June 1943, the Antilles 
Department was established, with its headquarters at San Juan, which replaced the Puerto Rican 
Department, as such, and placed the Puerto Rican and Trinidad Sectors on an equal footing within the new 
administrative unit. This continued into 1944, when the 2 subordinate sectors were in turn eliminated and 
all posts in the Antilles came under the direct control of Antilles Department Headquarters 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458
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Canal Department.  During the early months of 1940 the whole 

subject of Canal air defence was re-examined by the War 

Department, and with USAAC expansion the 19th Wing 

developed into the Panama Canal Department Air Force, which 

in turn provided a nucleus for the Caribbean Air Force in the 

spring of 1941744. 

 

USAAF officers (and the wife of one of them) 

in 1945 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Searchlights along the Panama Canal745 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
744  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf 
745  https://www.art.com/products/p15498361-sa-i3785732/searchlights-being-used-along-the-panama-
canal-as-an-anti-aircraft-defense.htm  

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
https://www.art.com/products/p15498361-sa-i3785732/searchlights-being-used-along-the-panama-canal-as-an-anti-aircraft-defense.htm
https://www.art.com/products/p15498361-sa-i3785732/searchlights-being-used-along-the-panama-canal-as-an-anti-aircraft-defense.htm
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From mid-Summer 1941, the Aircraft Warning Stations and anti-aircraft defences were on 

continuous alert, and bomber units and some fighter units were on 24-hour alert, with air 

patrols (as availability of aircraft permitted) supplementing the continuous surface patrols 

undertaken by the Navy746. 

 

President Roosevelt had signed an Executive Order on 13 December 1941 directing the 

Secretary of War to take possession (impress) of any portion of any civil aviation system 

required in the war effort.  This was to include a number of civilian aircraft located in 

Panama, including what became the USAAC’s only German-built Junkers Ju. 52 trimotor, 

of which more later. 

 

By the end of 1941 — only 2 years after the War Department created its trial Signal 

Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama radar unit — efforts were underway for the new 

USAAF to build and deploy numerous air defence units around the globe; to allow for 

controlled interception which had been one of the notable successes of the Battle of 

Britain.747  A separate Chapter deals with the introduction of radar in Panama. 

 

 

 

AT-6D Texan of Sixth Air Force 
USAAC in Panama 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
746  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
747  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
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Various P-38L Lightning fighters of the 30th Fighter Squadron, USAAF 
 

 

US ARMY AIR CORPS UNITS IN PANAMA AND THE CANAL ZONE ON  

7 DECEMBER 1941 

Republic of Panama 

Aquadulce  74th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

Chorrera 30th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

Rio Hato 32nd Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  51st Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  53rd Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

Canal Zone 

Albrook Field HQ Caribbean Air Force 

  HQ VI Bomber Command 

  HQ 12th Pursuit Wing 

  37th Pursuit Group 

  16th Pursuit Group 

  24th Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 

  28th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  29th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  31st Pursuit Squadron    P-36 Hawk fighters 
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  43rd Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

France Field 6th Bombardment Group (Heavy) 

  3rd Bombardment Squadron (Heavy)  B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

  20th Transport Squadron   C-39, C-47 Skytrain and C-49 

        transports 

  25th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) B-18 Bolo medium bombers 

  39th Observation Squadron   O-47 and O-49 observation 

        aircraft 

Howard Field 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (Heavy) B-17 Flying Fortress heavy  

        bombers and B-18 Bolo 

        medium bombers 

  59th Bombardment Squadron (Light)  A-20 Havoc light bombers 

  Detachment of 20th Transport Squadron C-39, C-47 Skytrain and C-49 

        transports 

 

30th Fighter Squadron P-40 Warhawks, Aguadulce Army Airfield, Panama 1943. 
Note the single Cessna UC-78 twin- engine light transport on the flight line 

(USAAF Photo via Hagdedorn, Dan) 
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Martin B-10 bombers of the 
USAAC at Albrook Field in the 

1930s748 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Albrook Air Force 
Base, the former 
Albrook Field, close 
to the Canal and 
Panama City, in a 
photo taken from 
nearby Ancon Hill in 
1956 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1943 - THE USN/USAAF AGREEMENT OVER LAND-BASED PATROL AIRCRAFT 

Before World War 2, the US Congress had mandated that the US Navy was not 

permitted to operate land-based combat aircraft.  During the war, these rules were 

gradually modified, as the Navy sought greater control over all aspects of naval 

warfare, and the Army needed all its units for combat operations in Europe and the 

 
748  Although obsolete by the outbreak of World War 2, the all-metal B-10 monoplane bomber had been 
considered a very modern, innovative design in the mid-1930s, with its internal bomb-bay, retractable 
landing gear, enclosed cockpit and rotating gun turrets.  The 121 ordered by the USAAC in the mid-1930s 
had been its largest procurement of bomber aircraft since the end of World War 1. 
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Pacific.  In August 1943, the US Army and US Navy came to an agreement, and in 

mid-1943, the Army agreed to turn over all anti-submarine operations to the Navy. 

In May 1943, an aircraft carrier, badly needed in the Pacific, was being held up in the 

Canal Zone pending the arrival of fuel drop-tanks for its aircraft group.   

Despite bad weather having closed the air station, an aircraft of the Naval Air Transport 

Service (NATS)749 flew from Norfolk, Virginia to Chicago.   

Collecting the fuel tanks, it then flew to Long Island, New York to collect necessary fittings, 

and thence via Miami to Panama.  It arrived midway through the day following receipt of 

the order to transport the tanks750. 

 

SOME NOTES ON FRANCE FIELD  

 

Established at Coco Solo, near Colon on the Atlantic coast, this had hosted the first US 

Army Air Service (USAAS)751 unit in Panama, the 7th Aero Squadron, organised there in 

1917.  The base was named France Field after the first Army pilot killed in the Canal Zone, 

1st Lieutenant Howard J France, who crashed in a seaplane in Gatun Lake in April 1918. 

 

During the early 1920s France Field was expanded.  At the time, the defence of the Canal 

was the principal overseas responsibility of the USAAS (and considered more important 

than that of the Philippines, another US protectorate, or even Hawaii).  Therefore, though 

it was reduced in size in the postwar period, and underwent several changes in name752, 

 
749  NATS had been established on 12 December 1941 as a division of the Naval Transportation Service, as 
the service’s first dedicated air transport arm.  Interestingly, the USAAF only established its own Air 
Transport Command in June 1942 – although suitable types in production had been earmarked for use by 
the Army.  The first NATS aircraft was a R4D (the US Navy designation for the C-47 or DC.3) and the first 
flight operation was undertaken on 3 February 1942. 
750  The Navy’s Air War, edited by Lt AR Buchanan USNR (US Navy) 1946: 
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/
AHUNAW/32*.html  
751  The USAAS became the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) in 1926, and the US Army Air Force (USAAF) in 1941.  
In 1947, the US Air Force was separated from the Army (although the Army retained aviation units and 
aircraft) as a distinct service in its own right. 
752  Becoming, for example, the 7th Observation Squadron in 1922. 

https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/AHUNAW/32*.html
https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/_Topics/history/_Texts/AHUNAW/32*.html
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what had been the 7th Aero Squadron remained active in the Canal Zone.  It was joined by 

the 24th Pursuit Squadron753and the 25th Bombardment Squadron with fighters and 

bombers respectively, which were activated in January 1923.  These air assets were 

assigned to the Panama Canal Department, the US Army headquarters in the Canal Zone. 

France Field had been the only operational airfield in the Canal Zone, but then from 1924 

what became Albrook Field754 began to be used, being near the Pacific end of the Canal. 

 

By 1930, the 19th Composite Wing had been formed by the USAAC in the Canal Zone in 

1929 as a central command authority for the USAAC assets and was activated in April 

1931.  It comprised the units already mentioned, plus the 44th Observation Squadron 

(which relocated to Albrook Field in 1932), and 4 authorised, but inactive, additional 

pursuit squadrons755. 

 

It was also noted between the wars that the greater rainfall on the Atlantic coast made 

France Field a “sea of mud” for 9 months of each year756, with a “coral runway” of only 

2,700 feet, incapable of extension, and considered unsuitable for large or heavily-loaded 

aircraft.  These unfavourable characteristics were said to point to the need for another 

airfield at the Pacific end of the Canal, and to explain why the newer Albrook Field rapidly 

become the centre of both USAAC and commercial aviation activities in the Zone. 

 

 
753  Under the 1922 designation system adopted by the USAAS and USAAC, “pursuit” meant “fighter”. 
754  This was named for 1st Lieutenant Frank P Albrook, who had been killed in an aircraft accident in 1924.  
The airfield had originally been named Balboa Fill Landing Field (the “Fill” denoting the spoil removed from 
the excavation of the Canal, also used to link the offshore islands in Bay of Panama to the mainland). 
755  These and the aforementioned 24th Pursuit Squadron, comprised the 20th Pursuit Group, headquartered 
in California but with units deployed to Panama.  2 of the inactive units subsequently activated, in 1930 and 
1933, in the US and the 78th Pursuit Squadron at France Field in 1931.  The remaining one, the 80th Pursuit 
Squadron did not activate until January 1942, and then in New York State as part of a different Group.  
756  As now, Panama enjoys a “dry season”, November-April, with increasing rain and severe thunderstorms 
from then, peaking in September/October.  Whilst it does experience the side or after-effects of tropical 
storms, it does not suffer hurricanes in the same way as other parts of the Caribbean and Central America. 
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Nevertheless, during the 1930s, France Field was modernised and upgraded, with 

additional units assigned to it as international tension rose.  In 1935, it received its first 

monoplanes, Martin B-10 twin-engine bombers for the 25th Bombardment Squadron. 

 

At the time of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, at France Field was home to the 32nd 

Pursuit Group, with 3 squadrons757 equipped with P-40 Warhawk fighters758, the 6th 

Bombardment Group with 2 bomber squadrons759 with largely obsolescent B-18 Bolo 

twin-engine medium bombers (soon supplemented by early model B-17B Flying Fortress 

4-engine bombers which, though later supplemented by improved B-17E models, were 

then surrendered, with one unit continuing to use various marks of B-18 and a single A-

17A single-engine attack bomber), and the 1st Air Depot Group which consisted of a single 

transport squadron760. 

 

During World War 2, units based at France Field, with improved equipment that became 

available as the war progressed, were involved in protection of the Atlantic end of the 

Canal, and deploying aircraft or anti-submarine patrols over the Caribbean. 

 

At the end of the war, France Field was downgraded, with most units moving to Albrook 

Field or Howard Field.  It was renamed France Air Force Base by the new US Air Force 

(USAF) in March 1948, but was deactivated on 1 November 1949 and became Colón 

Airport, a civilian airport for the Canal Zone.  However, the USAF retained jurisdiction over 

the airport until 1973 and occasionally used it as a satellite of Albrook Air Force Base761. 

  

 
757  The 51st, 52nd and 53rd Pursuit Squadrons. 
758  While a great improvement over previous fighter equipment in Panama (including the P-36, from which 
it was developed), the Curtiss P-40 was generally inferior to other contemporary fighters, such as the Zero 
and Me 109.  Nevertheless, it continued in frontline service until the end of the war, including with allied air 
forces, with over 13,000 built. 
759  The 3rd and 25th Bombardment Squadrons. 
760  Activated in 1940, initially with just 1 aircraft, and operating in Panama until deactivated in 1949. 
761  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/France_Air_Force_Base 

https://military.wikia.org/wiki/France_Air_Force_Base
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ACQUIRING RIO HATO 

 

Prior to World War 2, Rio Hato became regarded as the most important USAAC air base in 

Panama, having been used from 1931.  It was the only major US defence installation 

outside the Canal Zone and was 50 miles south-west of the Pacific entrance to the Canal. 

 

During World War 1, the site had operated as an Army disciplinary camp, and then as an 

artillery range.  Its use for aircraft began in the mid-1920s when its owner prepared a 

landing strip and invited Army pilots to use it (for no costs, it appeared, under what has 

been described as a “gentleman’s agreement”). 

 

By 1931, the airfield had acquired something like a semi-official status and, in 1934, it was 

recommended by the commanding officer of the 16th Pursuit (i.e. fighter) Group that the 

site be considered for use as an operational base.  The site was accordingly improved and 

developed using USAAC funds. 

 

Then, in 1935, part of the site was formally leased762 by the USAAC (for a nominal cost of 

$1 per year) for use in aerial bombing and gunnery training, without affecting the other 

use of the airfield (nor the continued free use of the rest). 

 

In 1936, representations were made to the owner about leasing the entire site of around 

19,000 acres (76.8 square km), and he offered to sell it or give a 10-year lease with an 

option for a 10-year extension (with the USAAC paying any property taxes due to the 

Panamanian government). 

 

 
762  For 6 months, with annual renewals until June 1939; with the USAAC obliged to vacate the property 
within 30 days should it be sold by the lessor. 
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However, in 1936 the new US-Panama treaty763, was signed and this made the defence of 

the Canal (and the associated responsibility for acquiring the necessary land outside the 

Canal Zone) the mutual responsibility of both the US and Panamanian governments.  This 

had the effect of the US losing its more or less automatic right to acquire public land 

necessary for the defence of the Canal.  While the Treaty did not take effect until 1939, its 

signing nevertheless affected the attitude to the acquisition of additional property. 

 

In 1937, the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department recommended to the 

US War Department that the entire Rio Hato site be purchased and developed, concerned 

that military interests would be adversely affected should the lessor die or the property 

change hands.  In fact, the owner had told the general that other parties had expressed an 

interest in buying part of the site, and the owner had proposed a new, amended lease of 

extended periods be implemented instead.  As a result, in 1938, a new lease for $200 a 

month for the entire Rio Hato site was signed on 1 January 1938, the lease running to at 

least 31 December 1942, and with a purchase option. 

 

In August 1939, the US Army Corps of Engineers acquired $2.5 million to improve the road 

from the Canal Zone to Rio Hato, and, in late 1939, the 11th Engineers began to improve 

the airfield. Construction accelerated in the summer of 1940 when materials and heavy 

equipment arrived by sea.  That year the rainy season lasted from May to December and 

the Canal Zone’s department engineer, complained that “the clayey earth became a soft 

sticky gumbo”. The 11th Engineers also built a 2,000-man camp for the 9th Bombardment 

Group, which arrived in November 1940. 

 

Despite having safeguarded use of the Rio Hato site, at least for the time being, the 

Commanding General nevertheless maintained that the site should be purchased 

 
763  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
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
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outright764.  As the 1936 Treaty was not yet then in force, he recommended that War 

Department move to purchase under the terms of the original 1903 Treaty765. 

 

The War Department rejected the general’s recommendation, partly on budgetary 

grounds, but also because, should it be necessary in the event of a war, the Army would 

be able use any land in Panama for defence purposes.  However, this led to something of a 

crisis in 1941. 

 

With war seeming increasingly likely, in June 1941 the War Department called for Rio Hato 

to be formally transferred to US control, as the original lease only ran until 31 December 

1942 and it faced an annual renewal process thereafter.  However, the Land Lease Board 

in Panama told the US representative that, as Rio Hato had not been included in the list of 

defence sites necessary for the defence of the Canal and already under discussion, the 

formal authorisation of President Arias Madrid (who had been inaugurated in 1940) would 

be necessary766.  However, this brought difficulties and delays as the Arias Madrid 

administration (which was pro-German and resistant to US demands) was not disposed to 

honour agreements from previous administrations, and requested a new, formal lease be 

submitted.  Whilst some resolution was reached on other sites, the problems around Rio 

 
764  He also mentioned that a local bank held a mortgage on the property, and if foreclosed use of the site 
could be affected. 
765  While the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, the US Government was minded not 
exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and property in Panama but outside the Canal Zone.  
Thus, covering the hiatus between the signing of the 1936 Treaty and its ratification in 1939, the 2 
Governments agreed an Exchange of Notes to be attached to the 1903 Treaty.  This Exchange of Notes, 
between the US Secretary of State and the Panamanian Minister to the US on 1 February 1939 provided 
that, in the event of an emergency that arises so suddenly as to preclude consultations with Panama, the US 
would not be required to delay action pending consultation, but would be obliged to consult with Panama as 
soon as possible thereafter: https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  
766  A land commission of 5 people — 3 Panamanians and 2 Americans — was established to decide on 
expansion of sites outside the Canal Zone.  In July 1941, 2 more US-Panamanian boards were established, 
one of which investigated sites that were to be taken over immediately, while the other arranged for their 
formal transfer, after investigations were completed, to the US.  A new difficulty arose in October 1941 
when President Arias was replaced by Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia.  In the change of administration, the 
Panamanian members of the land boards lost their places and the land transfer question was stalemated 
again: https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
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Hato remained, with it really only being fully resolved after President Arias Madrid was 

removed in 1942767. 

Rio Hato Army Air Base did not close 

immediately in 1946 when the 

bomber squadrons based there were 

deactivated.  At that time, it also was 

home to the 23rd Tow Target 

Squadron, 4th Tactical 

Reconnaissance Squadron, 414th 

Night Fighter Squadron, and the 

319th Fighter Squadron. The 

Caribbean Air Command, the successor to the Sixth Air Force, began withdrawing these 

Rio Hato units and transferring them to other stations in December 1947. Rio Hato Army 

Air Base was returned to the Government of Panama in February 1948. 

 

 PANAMA AIR DEPOT (PAD)  

 

An air depot had originally been located at France Field from 1928, but in 1931 it was 

proposed to relocate it to the Pacific end of the Canal, where housing, supply facilities and 

climate were seen as more favourable.  While funding was not available at the time, by 

1934 the Secretary of War approved the move (despite objections from the commander 

of the 19th Wing, who recommended that it remain at France Field).  However, in 1937 the 

commander of the 19th Wing was still recommending the move.    

 

 
767  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/51-100/AFD-090601-032.pdf
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The PAD had been a separate command of the Panama Canal Department since 1936768, 

and in 1937 a reorganisation saw it come under the supervision of the 19th Wing, though it 

continued to operate as a separate command of the Department.769 

 

Originally known as the Curundu Project, the Panama Air Depot was initially developed by 

the Panama Canal Commission as an industrial area, with motor car repair workshops and 

a garage, the district quartermaster stores, construction quartermaster workshops, 

municipal division workshops and storage facilities. 

 

In 1936, having become a separate command of the Army’s Panama Canal Department, 

with 80% military personnel, this reducing gradually to 50% by 1946770. 

 

In 1939, it had been reassigned under the jurisdiction of Albrook Field, and had around 

700 civilian employees.  Its roles were to store and supply USAAC supplies, and provided 

maintenance and repair facilities for all aircraft in the Canal Zone. 

 

In 1939, the old warehouses at France Field were full of supplies, but the new buildings 

planned at Albrook Field for a transfer to it of PAD were not completed.  The main supply 

warehouse was at risk of being flooded in heavy rains.  Another problem was the low 

morale of civilian employees, who were paid less than other employees of the Panama 

Canal Department – though this was remedied in December 1939, when their pay was put 

on the same scales as other Department employees.  Meanwhile, the move to total 

civilianising of PAD continued.771 

 

During the war, a large hangar was constructed at Albrook Field to house PAD. 

 
768  Previously it had come under the commanding officer at France Field. 
769  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
770  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
771  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: 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
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It was transferred to the Panamanian Government on “Treaty Day”, 1 October 1979, with 

the last of the PAD area in 1982772. 

 

DISPOSAL OF “EXCESS” AIRCRAFT 1944-45 

 

On 23 September 1944, the War Department told the Caribbean Defense Command to 

store all “excess” aircraft that the Sixth Air Force had waiting for disposal at the Panama 

Air Depot (the arrival of large numbers of P-38 fighters at this time was causing storage 

problems, and hampering necessary maintenance operations.773 

 

However, disposal was problematic.  No aircraft could be sold to Latin American countries 

before the Foreign Economic Administration (FEA) and the Reconstruction Finance 

Corporation (RFC) were aware of such a proposal.  The condition of the aircraft should 

therefore continue to be one of suspended activity.  

 

In October 1944, a conference was held involving the Caribbean Defense Command, FEA 

and USAAF were represented and which defined the role of the FEA.  This was that – 

• It would certify to the USAAF what aircraft had no market life and should be 

salvaged (that is scrapped); 

 
772  An American Legacy in Panama: a Brief History of the Department of Defense Installations and 
Properties, The Former Panama Canal Zone, Republic of Panama (US Army South (USARSO) Panama): 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/1?search=pad  
“Treaty Day” saw the entry into force of the 1977 Panama Canal Treaty, with Panama gaining jurisdiction 
over the former Canal Zone. It was also the first day of operations of the Panama Canal Commission, the 
new agency of the US Government responsible for managing, operating, maintaining and improving the 
Canal until 31 December 1999, when it was the role was handed over to Panamanian authorities. A former 
US Southern Commander-in-Chief assumed the position of Canal Commission administrator for the 10-year 
period, with a Panamanian as deputy administrator.  The Panama Canal Company and Canal Zone 
Government had ended operations the previous day: 
https://www.pancanal.com/eng/ctransition/milestones.html#:~:text=September%2030%2C%201979%20%2
D%20Final%20day,signed%20on%20September%207%2C%201977.  
773  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/1?search=pad
https://www.pancanal.com/eng/ctransition/milestones.html#:~:text=September%2030%2C%201979%20%2D%20Final%20day,signed%20on%20September%207%2C%201977
https://www.pancanal.com/eng/ctransition/milestones.html#:~:text=September%2030%2C%201979%20%2D%20Final%20day,signed%20on%20September%207%2C%201977
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content


383 
 

• The local FEA members could acquire the market needs for aircraft but could not 

act on the disposition of the aircraft until notifying Washington; 

• The FEA would report to the USAAF what happened to aircraft that was already 

declared surplus; and 

• Any tactical aircraft would be referred to the FEA if initially regarded as salvage 

material774. 

 

From 15 November 15 to 16 December 1944, the Sixth Air Force waited for approval for 

the disposal of excess, unwanted aircraft by sales or salvage.  At the time, it was waiting 

for its P-38 fighters to arrive so there were no P-38 being considered for disposition.  In 

January 1945, for the first time, aircraft were dropped from the Aircraft Status Board 

maintained by the Sixth Air Force, and some of the aircraft in question and chosen as 

excess material – 

B-24 Liberators; B-18 Bolos; RA-20A Havocs light bombers775; P-39D, P-39K and P-

39N Airacobras776; RP-40C777, and P-40E and P-40N Warhawks; C-78 Bobcats; BC-1 

Texans; UC-92 Silvaires778, L-4A and L-4E Grasshoppers; PQ-8A779;  UC-61 

Forwarders.  

There was a total of 237 aircraft chosen as excess that were waiting for the disposal 

through sales or salvage780. 

 

To June 1945, monthly reports gave authorisation to the FEA to salvage several aircraft 

and sell a few to the Venezuelan and Nicaraguan governments, the Ciricana Aviation 

 
774  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
775  The “R” prefix denotes “Restricted” (obsolete). 
776  The head of the USAAF was adamant that no P-39 be returned to the US: 
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
777  Ibid. 
778  These were 2 aircraft impressed from civilian owners in 1942. 
779  A radio-controlled target drone version of the Culver Cadet light aircraft. 
780  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
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Company, and a few independent individuals.  A total of 127 aircraft were removed from 

the Sixth Air Force inventory with only a minimal number remaining for disposition.  A 

check was to be conducted to see if they were needed in another part of the country and, 

if not, they could be disposed of immediately781. 

 

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 – 45782 

 

THE CARIBBEAN AIR COMMAND POSTWAR 

 

Caribbean Air Command changed its name to the US Air Forces Southern Command in 

1963, being finally deactivated in 1976 in the budget cuts following the end of the 

Vietnam War.  Most of its functions and resources were transferred to USAF Tactical Air 

Command (TAC), with the USAF Southern Air Division (later the 830th Air Division, Air 

Forces Panama) as the USAF component of US armed forces in Panama, until deactivated 

in 1992783 (in 1991-92, confusingly, it became renamed just Air Forces Panama). 

 

 
781  Ibid. 
782   http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/panama.htm 
783  Responsibility for the defence of the Canal transferred to the 12th Air Force, part of US Southern 
Command, and has its headquarters in Arizona.  Southern Command is located in Florida. 

http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/panama.htm
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The 830th Air Division, Air Forces Panama had its headquarters at Albrook Air Force Station 

and Howard Air Force Base close to Panama City.  It was operational during a period when 

USAF presence in Panama was being gradually reduced, with some of its functions and 

organisations transferred to locations in the US or discontinued.  After the transfer of the 

Canal Zone to the Government of Panama in 1999, its remaining responsibilities were 

taken on by the 24th Wing, one of its former components.  Although chiefly focussed on 

representing the USAF, including providing training and supporting FMS, it nevertheless 

participated in the overthrow of General Noriega in Operation Just Cause in 1989-90, and 

provided forces in later operations in Iraq. 

 

During the last phase of US military presence in Panama, the 830th Air Division retained 

the responsibility for the air defence of the Canal, initially with Tactical Air Command units 

and then, from 1978, Air National Guard ones784, rotated through the country.  Other 

units, such as military airlift squadrons, also rotated through Panama, and a Military Airlift 

Squadron was established at Howard Air Force Base in 1975. 

 

US AIR TRANSPORT DURING WORLD WAR 2 

 

During World War 2, US airlines worked closely with the military to assist the war effort by 

transporting people and materiel.  The airlines were well-prepared to play their part in the 

war effort — plans for their wartime mobilisation had been drafted in 1937 by Edgar 

Gorrell785, President of the industry’s Air Transport Association (ATA)786.  When the ATA 

also produced the draft plan that would have provided for rapid reinforcement of the 

Canal Zone by air. 

 

 
784  The Air National Guard (ANG) is the USAF reserve force. 
785  He had served for 8 years in the US Army, mostly in the US Army Air Service (as the USAAC was called 
prior to 1921), becoming a colonel at the age of 27.  He became the first President of ATA in 1936, and 
remained so until his death in 1945. 
786  See the earlier reference to the ATA plans for reinforcement of the Canal Zone by air, in the Chapter on 
defences. 
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He managed to dissuade Roosevelt from nationalising the US airline industry, and when 

the US entered the war in 1941, the ATA plan was put into action, and the airlines 

immediately began working closely with the military to coordinate the transport of 

aircraft, cargo, and personnel throughout the country and around the world.   

 

200 of the country’s 360 airliners – particularly the excellent Douglas DC.3 - were drafted 

for the war effort and placed under the control of the Air Transport Command (ATC), 

which was formed in June 1942 at the order of USAAF Commanding General, General 

Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, who wanted to unify civilian and military air transport operations.  

When operations began on 1 July 1942, it had approximately 11,000 officers and enlisted 

men.  By August 1945, it would have over 209,000 men, with an additional 104,000 civilian 

personnel, with around 3,700 aircraft.787 

 

From the airlines came the 2 aircraft types on which ATC principally depended: the C-47 

(the USAAC designation of the DC.3, workhorse of the civil airlines in the 1930s) and the C-

54 (military version of the larger, 4-engine DC.4 that was designed to take over from the 

DC.3 along civilian air routes). 

 

The USAAC had some, if limited, experience of air transport operations.  The Materiel 

Division had established a provisional 1st Air Transport Group in 1932 with 4 transport 

squadrons, each of them intended to serve one of the 4 major air depots in the US in the 

distribution of spare parts to Army airbases.   

 

Early experiments with air transport within the USAAC were born of the necessity and 

were limited to intra-service delivery of airplane parts.  The tremendous expansion of this 

function during the war was accompanied by the assumption of 2 other major 

responsibilities: the delivery-or ferrying788of military aircraft to their destination and the 

 
787  https://amcmuseum.org/history/air-transport-command-airlift-during-wwii/  
788  A term borrowed from the British. 

https://amcmuseum.org/history/air-transport-command-airlift-during-wwii/
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movement of passengers. When cargo and passenger services were extended to other 

Army forces ATC became a common carrier for the War Department.  ATC grew out of the 

Air Corps Ferrying Command, established in May 1941 to direct the delivery of lend-lease 

planes to Allies.789 

 

The 1st Air Transport Group, no longer provisional after 1937, also transported supplies 

from one depot to another.  As the expansion of the air arm got under way in 1939790, 

there were new uses for air transport, among them the movement to aircraft factories of 

government-supplied equipment and other items that became critical in an expanding 

production of bomber and fighter aircraft.  By January 1941 air cargo services had grown, 

under various auspices, and an attempt was made to bring all such activities under a new 

wing organisation designated as the 50th Transport Wing.  During the first 6 months of its 

existence, the Wing hauled more cargo than all the American civil airlines combined791. 

 

In the Canal Zone, of course, there was the 20th Transport Squadron, from 1940 to 1948.  

As explained in the Chapter containing summaries of aircraft units in Panama, in 1937, the 

USAAC long-range plans for aerial transportation specified expansion of the 10th Transport 

Group by assigning more men and aircraft to the squadrons, formation of a GHQ Air Force 

group of 3 squadrons in the US with 1 flight for each USAAC station, and activation of 1 

squadron each for Panama and Hawaii.  The 20th Transport Squadron was the unit 

intended for use in and from Panama, and was activated in 1940 at France Field (but 

having no aircraft until February 1941).  It became operational in March 1941, with its first 

 
789  The Army Air Forces In World War II, Vol.7: Services around the world (Office of Air Force History, 
Washington DC, 1983): https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf  
790  The USAAC had ordered 545 C-47 in September 1940 (many thousand more would follow), and at the 
same time placed an initial order with Curtiss-Wright for 200 of a wholly new and much larger twin-engine 
transport, the C-46.  It also took over the orders of civilian airlines, including for 61 of Douglas' newly 
designed 4-engine DC.4 as the C-54.  However, virtually the end of hostilities, ATC continued to depend upon 
types that were either adaptations of civilian aircraft or converted bombers: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/VII/AAF-VII-1.html  
791  The Army Air Forces in World War II, edited by WF Craven and JL Cate (Office of Air Force History): 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/VII/AAF-VII-1.html  

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/VII/AAF-VII-1.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/VII/AAF-VII-1.html
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aircraft, a single Douglas C-33, a version of the DC.2 airliner, and making daily flights to 

Albrook Field and Rio Hato.   

 

The scheduled services of the Wing included deliveries to the Canal Zone, and the 50th 

Transport Wing might well have developed into the worldwide organisation that ATC later 

became.  Instead, ATC had its origins in the USAAC Ferrying Command that was 

established in May 1941 for the movement by air of US-built aircraft from factories in the 

US to Britain and the Middle East.  The Ferrying Command792 had at first a very limited 

responsibility.  It flew the aircraft, chiefly from California, across country to points in 

Canada and on the East Coast of the US at which point British pilots took charge.  But it 

soon acquired additional responsibilities.  It became a pioneer of US military air routes 

across the Atlantic to Britain and Africa.  Before Pearl Harbor, it had inaugurated a 

transatlantic courier service, and to this was added, especially after the US entered the 

war, a growing transport service for cargo of critical military importance.  

 

Airline pilots and flight crew were also drafted into the ATC and 

possessed critical knowledge and experience in how to operate 

a regularly scheduled service over long distances.  The ATC 

benefited immensely from the experience of the President of 

American Airlines, Major General C R Smith, who served as 

executive officer. 

 

The ATC functioned as an enormous international airline, combining the efforts of the 

Ferry Command, which moved combat aircraft around the world, and the Air Service 

Command, which moved cargo and personnel. 

 
792  The name was borrowed from the British custom of describing the delivery of aircraft under their own 
power to tactical units as a "ferrying" operation. 
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The ATC’s Air Transportation Division quickly established a vast national and international 

route network.  The ATC built chains of airfields with concrete runways around the world 

so that heavy transports could operate anywhere.  The first major route opened in 1942, 

to Brazil and across the south Atlantic to Africa and the Middle East, flying much needed 

weapons, ammunition, and supplies to the British and other Allied forces who were 

fighting the Afrika Korps.  

 

With a peak force of 200,000 officers and men and 3,700 aircraft, ATC in the single month 

of July 1945 carried 275,000 passengers and 100,000 tons (90,718 tonnes) of cargo, 

mostly in overseas flights.  In all, ATC ferried more than a quarter of a million aircraft.793 

 

On 1 June 1948, after the formation of the US Air Force, it was merged with the 

comparable, though smaller, Naval Air Transport Service (NATS), to form the Military Air 

Transport Service (MATS).794  

 

NATS had supported US Navy operations worldwide, using its version of the DC.3 

(designated R4D) and other types, including the larger 4-engine DC.4 (as R5D) and various 

 
793  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf  
794  https://airandspace.si.edu/stories/editorial/air-transport-command-and-airlines-during-world-war-ii-1  

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf
https://airandspace.si.edu/stories/editorial/air-transport-command-and-airlines-during-world-war-ii-1
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flying-boats.  At its peak it operated 4 wings of 18 squadrons, with 540 aircraft and 26,000 

personnel795. 

 

 

 

On 12 December 1941, in the wake of the Pearl Harbor attack, the US Navy took a major 

step in assembling the logistical framework for the upcoming campaigns by establishing 

the Naval Air Transport Service (NATS). 

 

While aircraft had long been used for logistics, such as for supporting Marine 

expeditionary operations in Central America, not until the creation of NATS were 

operations carrying personnel, equipment, and cargo given such a sizeable footprint in 

naval aviation.  The creation of NATS spawned the establishment of the first Transport 

 
795 https://amcmuseum.org/history/air-transport-command-airlift-during-wwii/ 

https://amcmuseum.org/history/air-transport-command-airlift-during-wwii/
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Squadrons (VR), with VR-1, the first of 13 squadrons of its type to fly with NATS during 

World War 2, established on 9 March 1942796. 

 

The Navy procured the first of 568 DC.3 in 1941, designating them the R4D Skytrain, and 

also accepted delivery of over 200 Douglas DC.4, which were designated as the R5D 

Skymaster. These formed the backbone of NATS, which also included flying boats, notably 

the PB2Y Coronado, the Martin JRM Mars, and 2 of the famed Pan American Boeing 314 

“clippers” acquired for overseas transport flights797. 

 

 

 

  

 
796  https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/education/articles/history-up-close/the-
birth-of-the-naval-air-transport-service.html  
797  https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/education/articles/history-up-close/the-
birth-of-the-naval-air-transport-service.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/education/articles/history-up-close/the-birth-of-the-naval-air-transport-service.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/education/articles/history-up-close/the-birth-of-the-naval-air-transport-service.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/education/articles/history-up-close/the-birth-of-the-naval-air-transport-service.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/education/articles/history-up-close/the-birth-of-the-naval-air-transport-service.html
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Chapter 24 

THE ARMED RESCUE BOATS (THE “CRASH BOATS”) 

 

Also based in Panama were armed rescue boats (performing a similar role to the air-

sea rescue launches operated by the RAF in the English Channel and North Sea during 

the war).  These were deployed to save aircrew who crashed or had to ditch their 

plane. During the war, the Emergency Rescue Boats were manned by USAAF798 

personnel and organised into Emergency Rescue Boat Squadrons (ERBS). They were 

officially designated Air Rescue Boats (ARB)799.  The 12th ERBS covered the Western 

Caribbean, including all of Panama and the surrounding waters of the Pacific, and part 

of South America.   

 

The 42-feet (13 metres) had twin petrol engines and were only really suitable for close 

inshore rescue.  They were unarmed, and were built by 3 boatbuilding companies in 

the US800. 

 

One of the duties also performed by the rescue boats was to ferry personnel and 

provide connections with San Jose Island in the Pearl Islands, about 50 miles off the 

mainland, where the Army was conducting chemical tests detailed in a separate 

Chapter. 

 
798  Postwar, from 1947, USAF crewed the boats.  The USAAC had been reorganised as the USAAF in 1941. 
799  In the early 1930s the US Navy discontinued using the term "crash boat" in favour of "aircraft rescue 
boat" and the Army appears to have preferred "air-sea rescue boat":  
https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=19  
800  There was also a 63-feet (19.2 meters) version designated AVR-63 (Auxiliary, or Aircraft, Vessel Rescue 
63), very underpowered, 740 were nevertheless built and used for duties other than crash rescue. 

https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=19
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P-258, a 42-feet ARB of 12th 
ERBS, Rey Island, Panama 
in 1945801 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Crew of the P-258802  

The USAAC had employed rescue boats for several years prior to World War 2, but these 

were the result of efforts by local commanders at bases located near water.  However, 

after the Battle of Britain the US Army had sent a team to Britain to study the experiences 

 
801  P-258 was eventually shipped back to the US and ended up in use as a ferry between Bolling Field, 
Washington DC and the Pentagon. 
802https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Pers
on&ID=962  

https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Person&ID=962
https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Person&ID=962
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of the British rescue boat system (known to the British as Air-Sea Rescue or ASR) and to 

report on RAF methods etc.  The team was impressed by the use of the armed, high-speed 

launches, manned by RAF crews, to recue airmen. 

 

However, high-level planning for air-sea rescue operations did not get under way until late 

1942, despite such operations having in fact been underway for months.  There were 

inter-service problems, with the Navy wanting to have the responsibility, and also 

proposing that the US Coast Guard should have the responsibility in US waters.  However, 

the latter could not provide adequate coverage and, in any case, the Army wanted both 

the assets and the responsibility of rescuing its own aircrew. 

 

Discussions among the Joint Chiefs of Staff finally led to a letter in July 1943 that stated 

that each service should be primarily responsible for the rescue of its own aircrew and, by 

the Summer of 1943, USAAF planning for air-sea rescue had reached the point that 

definite recommendations could be made, with rescue operations assigned to the Water 

Transport Division of the Army Quartermaster Corps.  The USAAF was to eventually order 

140 85-feet (26 metres) vessels during the war, designed in 1944, and also seeing service 

in the Korean War. 

 

It should, of course, be remembered that the rescue boats were only a part of the overall 

air-sea rescue resources available.  Aircraft played an equal, if not greater, role, with 

amphibious versions of the PBY 

Catalina (designated OA-10 by 

the Army) as the most common 

type involved for the task. 

 

A USAAF OA-10A Catalina amphibian in 
1944 
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65-feet crash boat tied up at Cristobal Pier 9 in 
July 1953 – this example ended up postwar as 
the 370th EASR support boat803 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Rey Island Compound 1945-46  

 

  

 
803   http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof319.htm EASR stood for Engineer Amphibious 
Support Regiment. 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof319.htm
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Chapter 25 

R+R IN PANAMA 

 

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)804 

Right: US sailors in Panama City on the 4th of July 1946805 

 

What about R+R in Panama?  Downtown Panama City became a popular spot for US 

servicemen during the war, and the block on Central Avenue across from the train station 

and Plaza Cinco de Mayo was the location of the 2 most famous cabarets in Panama City - 

The Happyland and Kelly's Ritz806. 

 

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

and go on horse-drawn or taxi tours of sights – including the Rio Abajo red light district807. 

 
804 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  
805 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---
donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html  
806  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
807  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

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
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
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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Panama City centre in 1943. Light blue is Central Avenue, Blue is "J" Street, green is the area of the Kelly's 
Ritz and Happyland, red is the Coconut Grove area and yellow is the location of El Rancho and the Atlas.808 

 

Colón in 1945 

 
808  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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This poster promoted a film based on Mamie Lee Kelly, 

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

de Mayo across from the train station and the centre of 

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

was taken there when he passed through Panama.  He later 

immortalised Mamie Lee in his musical 'Panama Hattie', 

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

MGM movie in 1942 featuring Red Skelton and Ann 

Sothern.809 

 

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

Her real name was Lou Elma Smith (see below)810.  One of her most famous performances 

was her “Beauty and the Beast” act. 

The Coconut Grove area  

 

In Colon, there was the Coconut 

Grove club on Balboa Avenue, 

which also staged the same kind of 

shows as the nightclubs in Panama 

City.  However, the term “Coconut 

Grove” said to apply to a whole 

 
809  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
In the film, according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters 
congregate where they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, 
and sparks fly between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs. In the film, 
according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters congregate where 
they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, and sparks fly 
between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs. Adapted from the Broadway 
musical “Panama Hattie”, which opened at the 46th Street Theater in New York on 30 October 1940, running 
for 501 performances.  Ethel Merman played Hattie, and Betty Hutton was Flo.   
See the end of this Chapter for the story of B-17 bomber named after the musical’s heroine. 
810  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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district in Panama City, and not just one club811. 

 

Kelley’s Ritz nightclub on Central Avenue in Panama City812 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1939, and a US sailor in Colón, in the background an advertisement for the famous La Conga cabaret on the 
second floor of the building located on 11th Street between Meléndex and Frederico Boyd Avenue.  La Conga 

required guests to wear a jacket and tie813 

 
811  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
812  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof655.htm  
813  https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/08/el-inolvidable-cabaret-la-conga-de-la.html  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof655.htm
https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/08/el-inolvidable-cabaret-la-conga-de-la.html
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Arizona Republic, 26 June 1987814 
 

Cutting from the Baltimore Sun in 1943 about joint 
US Military Police/Shore patrol and Panamanian 
police patrols of Panama City 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 1943: the bar of La Conga 

 
814  https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-obit/  

https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-obit/
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 Avenida Central, Panama 
City in 1943 
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26-page 1950 Manual for all servicemen “to assist 
you in self-guarding the welfare and the health of 
yourself and your fellow servicemen”.815 

 

 

The Atlantic Nite Club and the Caberet Moulin Rouge in Colón in the mid-1930s 

 
815  http://gozonian.org/offlimits/index.shtml  

http://gozonian.org/offlimits/index.shtml
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BOEING B-17F-1-BO FLYING FORTRESS “Panama Hattie”816 

 

An interesting aside is the tale of a B-17 bomber which was named for the heroine of a 

Cole Porter musical set in Panama City, but which never itself came anywhere near 

Panama. 

 

This B-17F Flying Fortress was named for Mamie Lee Kelly, owner of the Kelley’s Ritz 

nightclub, located at Plaza Cinco de Mayo across from the train station and the centre of 

Panama City nightlife.  One of its customers had been Cole Porter, who was taken there 

when he passed through Panama.  He later immortalised Mamie Lee in his musical 

'Panama Hattie', with Ethel Merman as Hattie, which was also made into an MGM movie 

in 1942 featuring Red Skelton and Ann Sothern.817 

 

The B-17F was built in Seattle and delivered to the USAAF on 

19 June 1942, with serial number 41-24381. 

 

It was sent to Hickam Field, Hawaii on 28 July, and thence 

across the Pacific to Brisbane, Australia (via Christmas 

Island, Fiji and New Caledonia), together with 4 other B-17F. 

It briefly served with the 19th Bombardment Group for 

training, before being assigned to the Fifth Air Force – the 

63rd Bombardment Squadron, 43rd Bombardment Group on 

12 August 1942.  It was then that it received the “Panama Hattie” name on the nose.  It 

 
816  https://pacificwrecks.com/aircraft/b-17/41-24381.html  
817  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
In the film, according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters 
congregate where they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, 
and sparks fly between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs. Adapted from 
the Broadway musical “Panama Hattie”, which opened at the 46th Street Theater in New York on 30 October 
1940, running for 501 performances.  Ethel Merman played Hattie, and Betty Hutton was Flo.   

https://pacificwrecks.com/aircraft/b-17/41-24381.html
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
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carried the nose art of a woman, painted by Sergeant Ernie Vandal.  It operated from 7 

Mile Aerodrome near Port Moresby in New Guinea. 

 

It undertook a number of operations against ground targets and convoys from the 7 Mile 

Aerodrome.  Its last combat mission was probably on 18 October 1943, when it was used 

on a routine reconnaissance mission. 

 

In November 1943, it was transferred to the 54th Troop Carrier Wing and modified as a 

troop transport – with the nose art and name removed, along with the top turret.  

Renamed “Well Goddam” (with the picture of a baby’s face in a circle). 

 

It was later stripped to bare metal finish and used as a VIP transport, and the next month 

became the personal transport of General Wurtsmith, commander of the 5th Fighter 

Command.   

 

In 1944-45, it was used as a transport in Australia, New Guinea and the Philippines and, 

when the war ended, its regular crew left the aircraft in Okinawa.  By July 1948, it was 

reported to be at Clark Field in the Philippines and, though its ultimate fate is unknown, it 

was not recorded after then. 
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Chapter 26 

THE INTRODUCTION OF RADAR 

 

Pre-war, the US Army, like other armies, used sound location devices, including the so-

called “Big Ears” mobile detector units.  In the Canal Zone, these were operated by the 

Coastal Artillery Corps.  These were the first practical means of detecting aircraft at a 

distance and used horns, with larger horns increasing the range of detection.  One pair of 

horns funnelled sound into the ears of the azimuth operator; the other pair was used by 

the elevation operator. 

 

Prior to the 1930s, point air defence was regarded as relatively straightforward, defending 

against slow-moving biplane bombers, but this changed in the 1930s.  In fact, in 1931, an 

USAAC exercise in Ohio saw defending fighters obtain little success against attacking 

bombers reported on by a net of ground observers.  Some success was obtained in a 

subsequent exercise in 1933, using a system of observers combined with filter centres, 

improved plotting techniques and command and control818.819  

 

 
818  The system was devised by Claire Chennault, famous during the war as leader of the American Volunteer 
Group (the “Flying Tigers”) in China, but then an instructor at the Air Corps Tactical School. 
819  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
https://www.jstor.org/  

https://www.jstor.org/
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Further exercises laid the foundation for the air defence system in place in 1941, but this 

still largely depended on civilian observers and, of course, the main threat to the 

Continental USA would come from offshore – where there were no such observers820. 

 

The US Signal Corps Laboratories in New Jersey had been experimenting with some radar 

concepts as early as the late 1920s, although the Army had focused primarily on infra-red 

detection systems (a popular idea at the time).  In 1935 work turned to radar again821.  

Although hampered by a lack of funds and personnel, was able to provide a practical 

demonstration in a successful test in 1936, following which a hand-built prototype was 

completed in 1937.  This led to the development of the SCR-268 searchlight controlling 

radar822. 

 

The SCR-270 (Signal Corps Radio, model 270) was one of the first operational early 

warning radars.  It was the US Army’s primary long-distance radar throughout World War 

2 and it was a SCR-270 type set that saw the incoming raid on Pearl Harbor about half an 

hour before the attack commenced (but was ignored)823. 

 
820  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
https://www.jstor.org/  
821  https://www.antoineonline.com/Product.aspx?productCode=0009781156651797 
822  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
https://www.jstor.org/ 
823  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/ 

https://www.jstor.org/
https://www.antoineonline.com/Product.aspx?productCode=0009781156651797
https://www.jstor.org/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
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By 1939, both the mobile SCR-270 and fixed-site SCR-271 had been developed; with the 

former used in a successful demonstration in June 1939824. 

 

 

Early SCR-271 radar installation in Panama825 

 

The 2 versions produced, the mobile SCR-270, 

and the fixed-site SCR-271 used the same 

electronics but replaced the antenna with a 

model with somewhat greater resolution.  An 

upgraded version, the SCR-289, was also 

produced, but saw little use.   

 

All of the SCR-270 versions were later replaced 

by newer microwave units after the cavity 

magnetron was introduced.   

 

The only early warning system to see action was the AN/CPS-1, produced by General 

Electric, which was available in late 1944 – in time for D-Day.  The more advanced sets like 

the AN/CPS-1 never replaced the SCR-270 family in active service during the war, and they 

even served on into the postwar period, with half a dozen being used during the initial 

stages of the Korean War until more advanced radars could be deployed826. 

 

The SCR-270 mobile unit, had all equipment carried on a total of 4 trucks – an operating 

truck where the radar operators worked, a power truck, a prime mover/trailer carrying 

 
824  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
825  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html   
826  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/  

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html
https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/
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the main antenna, and a “stake truck” carrying the rest of the antenna assembly.  The 

SCR-271 included all of the same equipment but was fixed in position, construction of 

which could be completed in about 2 weeks827. 

 

Westinghouse quickly ramped up production, and 112 SCR-270/271 series had been 

manufactured by the start of the Pacific War in December 1941.828 829 

 

During Summer 1939, with the Signal Corps’ breakthroughs in developing the SCR-268 

short-range and SCR-270 long-range radars, the Army announced that new secret 

electronic “detectors” would soon replace sound locater equipment for air defence.  

Further, the Signal Corps was ordered to begin researching possible detector sites and 

information centre locations that would be required in the future to defend the 

Continental US.830 

 

The famous SCR-270 
radar set at Opana Point, 
Hawaii, that detected the 
incoming Japanese raid 
on the morning of 7 
December 1941831 

 

 

 

 

 

The first-ever example of a SCR-271 radar set produced by the manufacturer, 

Westinghouse, was deployed in the Canal Zone in October 1940 at Fort Sherman, at the 

 
827  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/  
828  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/  
The set involved was an SCR-270B at Kahuku Point on Oahu. Unfortunately, the sighting report called in to 
Pearl Harbor by the two assigned radarmen was ignored. 
829  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/  
830  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf  
831  https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/ 

https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
https://pacificeagles.net/scr-270-scr-271-radar/
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Atlantic end of the Canal.  In initial tests it was able to detect aircraft at 117 miles (188 km) 

range832.   This was the non-portable version, the SCR-271A, serial number 1833. 

 

The Army’s 1st Aircraft Warning Company was formed on 1 March 1940 and the initial 

production SCR-270A sets were received for operational testing.  This was formally 

accepted in May 1940 and contract awarded to Westinghouse in August 1940. 

 

The security of the strategic Panama Canal was of such immediate concern to the War 

Department that, on 1 January 1940, the Signal Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama was 

established and ordered to prepare for deployment to the Canal Zone.  Consisting of 93 

men pulled from numerous Signal Corps units, this company was the first-of-its-kind and it 

began emergency training at Fort Monmouth in the US.  Using a fixed SCR-271 research 

radar set, they practiced “the strange and uncertain business of electronic detection”.  It 

was uncertain that it would have its own radar set by the time the unit arrived in Panama 

later that year834.  Having completed its brief training at Fort Monmouth, it left for the 

Canal Zone in May 1940.   Its mission had such high priority they wound up taking the 

research SCR-271 set to use835.   

 

A second set was installed on the island of Taboga at the Pacific end of the Canal in 

December 1940.   

 

 
832  The Signal Corps had been urged to enlarge its radar development programme to include development 
of a long-range set which could provide early warning for air defence forces. By 1939, a prototype of SCR-
270, a mobile set with a range of over 120 miles, and its fixed-installation companion, SCR-27 I, were ready 
for tests. However, not until 1940 were operational models available for use, with the first example being 
installed that year for defence of the Panama Canal: 
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf 
833  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/ 
834  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf  
835  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf 
In March 1940, only one SCR-270 existed (still at Fort Hancock in Panama and completing final Army service 
testing), plus one fixed SCR-271 (in fact, the first research example, such was the urgency of the 
deployment) were available. 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
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In the Continental USA, the Air Defense Command had been formed on 26 February 1940, 

and later that year its head was sent to Britain to obtain information on the successful 

defence mounted by the RAF in the Battle of Britain.  His report, and other data, informed 

a plan drawn up by the Plans Division of the Air Corps in October 1940, which called for a 

British-style air defence system, both for the Continental USA and overseas possessions, 

including the Canal Zone836.837 

 Interior of a SCR-270B838 

 

At the time of Pearl Harbor in 1941, there were still only the 2 radar sets in use – one at 

each end of the Canal, with visual sighting and sound detection also still in use.   

 

The first 2 radar sets delivered were SCR-270, followed by the improved SCR-270A (with 

minor changes to the antenna mount).  By the time the US entered the war the SCR-270B 

was in use.  This had the radar components moved from the antenna mount to an 

operations truck.  It had a nominal range of 150 miles (241 km) – but its operating manual 

gave a maximum of 80 to 120 miles (129 to 193 km) for bombers at 10,000 feet (3,048 

meters) altitude; and 50 to 75 miles (80 to 120 km) for fighters.  It operated in the 104-112 

MHz VHF waveband, with a 55-feet (16.7 meters) vertical broadside antenna.  The SCR-

271 placed the antenna on a tower, and the transmitter and receiver were in a building, 

but it was otherwise the same as the mobile version.  Both lacked an IFF system839, which 

 
836  The Army also opened the Air Defense School in New Jersey in March 1941. 
837  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
https://www.jstor.org/  
838  Ibid. 
839  Identification, friend or foe. 

https://www.jstor.org/
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the Signal Corps was still developing in 1941840.  Both types of radar were unable to 

provide altitude data of targets being tracked841. 

 

There were attempts to cure the altitude tracking problem by using the SCR-268 as well at 

radar sites, but delivery of this type was already behind schedule due to priority having 

been given to the SCR-270/271.  Modifications were attempted to the SCR-270/271 and to 

make the SCR-268 a standalone 3D system capable of ground-controlled interceptions842. 

 

The SCR-270B had 4 crew – 2 maintenance technicians, an operator and a 

communications specialist who relayed target information to the control centre. 

 

As with the gun defences, the number, types and uses of radar improved throughout the 

war.   

843 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Signal Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama guarded the Canal’s Caribbean approaches 

from Fort Sherman and the second station on Taboga Island protected the Pacific side.  

The Fort Sherman site was, in fact, had been the Army’s first operational radar station. 

 

 
840  Although the RAF had employed such a system during the Battle of Britain in 1940. 
841  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
https://www.jstor.org/  
842  Ibid. 
843  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-
alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html 

https://www.jstor.org/
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html
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Both types of Westinghouse radar had a crew of 7 and, for 24-hour operations, a total of 

around 50 men would be required to operate the radar and communication radio and 

camp844. 

 

By the end of 1941 — only 2 years after the War Department had created its trial Signal 

Company, Aircraft Warning, Panama, radar unit — efforts were underway for the new 

USAAF845 to build and deploy numerous air defence units around the globe; to allow for 

controlled interception which had been one of the notable successes of the Battle of 

Britain.846   

 

At the same time as the War Department was organising its Continental US air defence 

efforts plans were also being made to unite the Panama Canal Department, the Puerto 

Rico Department, and several British islands under the new, single Caribbean Defense 

Command (CDC) but, as we have seen, as of November 1941, there were still only 2 

operational radars in service, an SCR-270 at each end of the Canal, operating 24 hours a 

day847. 

 

Early in March 1942, both Secretary of War Stimson and Robert Watson-Watt, the British 

radar expert, examined Panama defences and reported the existence of disturbing 

weaknesses - including that the siting of radar units on high hills contributed to the ground 

clutter848 affecting readings849. 

 

 
844  US Radar Operational Characteristics of Radar Classified by Tactical Application FTP 217 (US Navy, 1 
August 1943):  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-
alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html 
845  The USAAC had been reorganised to become the USAAF in 1941. 
846  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf  
847  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf 
848  “Clutter” is the term used for unwanted echoes in radar. They can be caused by a number of things, but 
reflections from the ground (aka surface clutter) is perhaps the most obvious, and explains why low-level 
(“below the radar”) air attacks became more common later in the war and postwar. 
849  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/u/operational-characteristics-of-radar-classified-by-tactical-application.html
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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The Canal, in the opinion of the British observer, fully justified the concern being shown 

for its safety850.    

 

Watson-Watt arrived in Panama in March 1942 and his report to the War Department 

began by saying that the detection system then in place recorded no more than 15% of all 

flights and the number on which the evidence could be based were much less.  On one 

occasion he observed, when there were 13 aircraft in the air, the operation board in the 

information room showed only 1.  On another occasion, he had flown ina  C-41 transport 

at various altitudes tp to 10,000 feet (3,048 meters), only to discover on landing that the 

Aircraft Warning Service had failed to plot any part of his flight. 

 

Watson-Watt concluded that, despite the Canal Zone being the region where the Army 

had expended its best efforts, “no measures which are economically possible within the 

next two years” could provide a ground warning service that would be as much as 80% 

reliable. 

 

Watson-Watt said that the SCR-270 and SCR-271 sets be replaced as soon as possible, and 

replaced by Canadian-built versions of the British CHL/GCI system. First priority, he said, 

should be for XXVI Interceptor Command, and the second to sites on the Caribbean 

approaches, which he considered virtually undefended.  However, he conceded that the 

Army would have to persevere with the existing systems, as the CHL/GCI systems were 

not yet available.851 

 

The Commanding General of the Sixth Air Force argued that watson-Watt had been too 

critical.  He said many of the undetected flights were training ones, with aircraft flying 

over mountainous terrain, where the efficiency of long-wave radars was very low.  He 

 
850  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
851  The Canadian sets were designated SCR-588, initially without height-finding.  The CHL/GCI combination 
was the SCR-588B.  However, production began slowly and operational versions would remain few until the 
end of the war. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
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claimed that comparing plots to known flights over the sea approaches showed 59% 

efficiency – compared to only 15% over land approaches. 

United States Army in World War II.: The technical services by George Raynor Thompson, 

Dixie R Harris, Pauline M Oates and Dulany Terrett (US Army, Office of Military History, 

Department of the Army, 1957) 

 

The Secretary of War subsequently sent a report to President Roosevelt in March 1942 

saying inter alia – 

“The airplane warning service. A number of both fixed and mobile detectors (called 

by the Navy RADAR) are now in operation at various points on the coast including 

Salinas. Their principal mission is to detect the approach of a hostile plane. At 

present this mission, is being carried out ineffectively, partly on account of great 

geographical difficulties (causing confusing echoes) and partly because these 

American detectors are not effective in catching the approach of a low flying plane. 

A few weeks ago I sent a British expert, Mr. Watson Watt together with some 

Canadian assistants to Panama to examine this service and also to locate the 

proper places for some Canadian CHL detectors which I had the promise of from the 

Canadian government. These CHL detectors are effective on low flying as well as 

high flying planes. These CHL's are now on the way to Panama and sites have 

already been selected and they will all probably be in operation before the end of 

April. These foreign experts have also given us useful assistance in relocating and 

improving our original American instruments. 

           Note: One of the mistakes of our original location was  

          in placing the detector on too high a base, it having  

          been discovered that such a height produced confusing 

          echoes which prevented proper detection, when still higher  

          mountains lay behind the site. 
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 By these various steps the air warning service can be expected to be very 

considerably improved in detecting the approach of low flying hostile planes. Our 

force of interceptor planes must be enlarged”.852 

 

By March 1942, there were 8 early warning radar stations in operation in Panama, with 6 

more under construction.  However, as explained, there were concern that equipment in 

use at these stations was inadequate for early warning and "quite useless" for purposes of 

controlled interception.   

 

Sites had been selected for 4 British-type radars, the sets to be supplied from Canadian 

production, but improvement in equipment could not overcome deficiencies of operating 

personnel.  The combination of inadequate equipment, poor site selection, and untrained 

operators was said to have produced such inefficiency that even the best station in 

Panama was "far below any acceptable standard of operational utility".  Fortunately, 

when the Japanese made another 

attack on US territory, it happened 

in the Aleutians and not in 

Panama.853  

 

 

 

 

 

 
852  http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/PSF/BOX6/t71q06.html  
853  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
From June 1941 to May 1943 the Japanese occupied 2 islands in the Aleutians, part of the Territory of 
Alaska, in the far north of the Pacific.  They and Guam were the only US territory invaded during the war. 

http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/PSF/BOX6/t71q06.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
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SCR-270B antenna trailer and truck in New Guinea 

in 1943854 

 

The system that had evolved was that – 

• patrol aircraft, operating at about a 900-mile (1,448 km) radius, were depended 

upon for the initial warning of an enemy's approach;  

• long-range radar (the SCR-271 and its mobile version, the SCR-270) was relied 

upon for the detection of enemy planes at distances up to about 150 miles (241 

km); 

• still closer-in, the fixed anti-aircraft defences relied upon short-range, height-

finding radar (SCR-268) for searchlight and fire control.855   

 

 SCR-268 

 
854  Technology Not Realized: Army Air Forces Radar Employment in the Early Pacific War by William M. Cahill 
(Air Power History, Vol. 56, No. 2, Summer 2009) Air Force Historical Foundation 
https://www.jstor.org/ 
855  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431  

https://www.jstor.org/
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431
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The SCR-268 was the US Army's first radar that was designed to direct searchlights and 

anti-aircraft guns, and continued in use with the Army in spite of problems with the 

accuracy of its elevation data due to ground reflections (i.e. ground clutter)856. 

 

Radar sets were also deployed to the Galapagos Islands and Salinas in Ecuador.   

 

However, there were continued shortages, not so much of equipment as of trained 

operators and maintenance crews, which hampered the build-up of anti-aircraft defences 

in Panama; and in spite of more and better equipment and more expert, scientific placing 

of the sets there still remained a blind spot at low altitudes over the Bay of Panama.  This 

blind spot was not corrected until the end of 1942.   

 

Furthermore, the special equipment required for ground-controlled interception (GCI) had 

been slow to arrive, with the first 2 sets not installed until September and not begin 

operating until the following month857. 

 

The 860th Signal Service Company, Aviation went to Panama in April 1942.  The original 

Signal Aircraft Warning Company, Panama became the 558th Signal Aircraft Warning 

Battalion on 15 January 1942.  Also in Panama at the same time were the 687th, 688th and 

706th Signal Aircraft Warning Companies. 

 

In mid-1942, the Commanding General in Panama, General Andrews, still concerned about 

the possibility of a carrier-based air attack, had asked that Panama be the test area for the 

newest and best radar.  This caused the scientists at the Radiation Laboratory, who were 

developing the new radars, to consider the problems of the defence of Panama – in 

particular problems presented by the reflections from mountains. 

 
856  One was present at Corregidor in the Philippines and fell into Japanese hands.  It was shipped to Japan 
and gave the Japanese their first indications that they had fallen seriously behind in radar technology: 
http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/S/c/SCR-268_fire_control_radar.htm  
857  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431  

http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/S/c/SCR-268_fire_control_radar.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431
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Panama proved to be the best place to trial microwave radar, and indeed proved better 

able to detect aircraft over high land masses than earlier, long wave radar. 

Panama did become the testing ground for new radars, especially microwave radars, such 

as the SCR-615858. 

In January 1942, British radar expert Robert A Watson-Watt, who had submitteed a critical 

report on air defence radars in the Canal Zone, included in that report a comment in 

respect of Caribbean coast air defences, saying that both the Army and Navy aircraft 

should get hold of ASV-II radar as a matter of the “highest urgency” in order to maintain 

increasing patrols.  Such radars were considered not only necessary for hunting U-boats, 

but also to make patrols searching for Japanese aircraft carriers in the Pacific more 

effective859. 

 

In June 1942, Dr Bowles, of MIT and the Secretary of the Microwave Committee of the 

National Defense Research Committee, and recently appointed expert consultant for 

radar to the Secretary of War, and Ralph Bown Bell Laboratories (and also a member of 

the Microwave Committee) were sent to Panama.  They were to urge – 

• Microwave ASV radar in place long-wave sets then in use in the patrol bombers; 

and 

• Microwave radars for the Aircraft Warning Service to provide low-level coverage, 

which existing radars in Panama860 could not provide. 

 
858  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
859  United States Army in World War II.: The technical services by George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates and Dulany Terrett (US Army, Office of Military History, Department of the Army, 1957) 
860  SCR-270, SCR-271 and the British CHL (Chain Home Low) SCR-588. 



420 
 

2 scientists from the Radiation Laboratory861 also visited the Canal Zone soon after and 

worked out plans to send 2 SCR-582 and an SCR-615 microwave radars for use there.  

These would be the first Signal Corps microwave radars to be used on the ground862. 

 

In May 1943, the SCR-547 Height Finder Radar, with its twin-dish antennae arrangement, 

was received in Panama and installed at tactical positions.  This came as a set consisting of 

an antenna trailer, tractor, and spare-parts truck – with early models also having a power 

van.  However, this radar proved neither effective nor popular; the project cancelled and 

all were turned over to the Signal Corps in August 1944.863 

 SCR-547 

 

SCR-545 sets received in April 1944 to replace the SCR-268 and SCR-547 suffered from the 

same ground clutter problem, albeit to a lesser degree.   

 

 
861  The Radiation Laboratory (aka “Rad Lab”) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).  Set up in 
1940 and hosted at MIT and was particularly involved in the development of microwave radar (the British 
having presented the US with an example of the 10 cm cavity magnetron).  It contributed to the 
development of microwave radar technology in inventions including airborne bombing radars, shipboard 
search radars, harbour and coastal defence radars, gun-laying radars, ground-controlled approach radars for 
aircraft blind landing, IFF beacon systems, and the long-range navigation (LORAN) system. It closed in March 
1945: https://www.ll.mit.edu/about/history/mit-radiation-laboratory  
862  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
863  https://radionerds.com/index.php/SCR-547  

https://www.ll.mit.edu/about/history/mit-radiation-laboratory
https://radionerds.com/index.php/SCR-547
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The SCR-545 was another mobile aircraft search and anti-aircraft gun-laying radar, and 

was produced in limited numbers by Bell Laboratories. It came as a set consisting of a 

trailer and prime-mover carrying power plant. A spare parts truck was needed for each 

anti-aircraft gun battalion. It was said that 5 men could set up the equipment and 

associated director within 20 minutes.  It was operated by 3 operators and a chief 

operator, if a power van was used then extra personnel was required.864 

 SCR-545 radar in movement 

 SCR-545 

 

Both the SCR268 and SCR-545 were unable to detect targets over land and below 1,000 

feet (305 metres) altitude.  Due to the problems, the M-1 Height Finder (see below) was 

used to determine the range of low-flying aircraft which could not be tracked by the SCR-

545.  In addition, by 1944, daily tracking missions formed part of the training required to 

improve and maintain the efficiency of the crews of the radar sets. 

 

 
864  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ref/Radar/Radar-6.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ref/Radar/Radar-6.html
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M-1 Height Finder865 

 

In March 1942, tests had been made to assess the effectiveness of the SCR-268 against 

low-flying aircraft, and it was found that the detection range depended on the target’s 

altitude.  The maximum range was 3,000 to 5,300 yards (2,743 to 4,846 metres), after 

which the target was lost in ground clutter.  In May 1944, all such sets were therefore 

moved from anti-aircraft gun sites to searchlight positions, as the new SCR-545 sets 

arrived.  In the Pacific sector, there would be 15 SCR-268 operating with searchlight 

positions and 12 SCR-545 with gun positions; in the Atlantic sector there would be 18 and 

12 respectively866. 

 

 

 
865  It was a mobile unit resting on a single-axled, 2-wheeled bogie drawn by a trail. Sighting was by elbow 
telescopes. Off-carriage equipment included a bore sight, as well as a height-finder to determine the slant 
range or altitude of an enemy aircraft and to transmit the resulting data to the director.  This telescopic 
device, largely perfected by the Eastman Kodak Company, was fundamentally a 13.5-feet (4.1 metres) 
stereoscopic range finder that converted slant range to altitude.  The remote-control system was linked by 
cable to an off-carriage mechanical director that computed the firing data continuously. Power was supplied 
by a separate generating unit located nearby:  
http://tothosewhoserved.org/usa/ts/usatso01/chapter14.html  
866  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

http://tothosewhoserved.org/usa/ts/usatso01/chapter14.html
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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AN/CPS-1, aka Microwave Early Warning (MEW) 
radar operated in the S-band.  It resolved 2 serious 
problems with earlier radars – their poor angular 
resolution of targets and blindness to low-flying 
targets867. 

 

 
 

 
 
AN/CPS-1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
An SCR-270 mobile radar in Panama 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
867  https://www.radartutorial.eu/19.kartei/11.ancient2/karte005.en.html 

https://www.radartutorial.eu/19.kartei/11.ancient2/karte005.en.html
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SCR-270 mobile radar (Reproduced from photo by 1st Lt Harold Zahl)868 

 

OTHER RADARS 

 

SCR-268 SEARCHLIGHT CONTROL RADAR 

 

This was the US Army’s first radar system, introduced in 1940.  It was developed to 

provide accurate aiming information for anti-aircraft artillery and was also used for gun-

laying systems and directing searchlights against aircraft. The radar was widely utilised by 

both Army and USMC air defence and early warning units during the war.  However, by 

the end of the war the system was already considered out of date, having been replaced 

 
868  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/AUPress/Books/B_0152_DeGering_Radar_Contact.pdf
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by the much smaller and more accurate SCR-584 microwave-based system.  It used lobe 

switching to achieve a high directional accuracy and was standard equipment in 90 mm 

anti-aircraft batteries as late as January 1944, in spite of problems with the accuracy of its 

elevation data due to ground reflections.869 

 

 

SCR-517 ASV RADAR 

 

An air-to-surface vessel (ASV) version of the SCR-520 AI radar was trialled in a B-24 

bomber in Spring 1942.  However, the efficacy of anti-submarine aircraft equipped with 

ASV radar had been proven by B-18 bombers fitted with the ASV 10 sets (modified AI 

10/SCR-540 radars) during early 1942.  Most SCR-520 (the first 10 cm microwave radar 

designed for use on the P-70 night-fighter) were converted to become SCR-517.  Both 

were developed by the Radiation Laboratory and Bell Telephone Laboratories870. 

 

  

 
869  http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/S/c/SCR-268_fire_control_radar.htm  
870  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ref/Radar/Radar-10.html  

http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/S/c/SCR-268_fire_control_radar.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ref/Radar/Radar-10.html
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SCR-540 AI RADAR 

 

As explained in the Chapter on aircraft types, early SCR-540871 AI (airborne interception) 

radars mounted on a handful of P-70 night-fighters were sent to Panama in late 1942 to 

try to make up for the shortfall in night defences there872.  It was an American-produced 

version of the British AI Mk IV radar873.  It was soon overtaken by newer microwave radars 

based on the cavity magnetron 

 P-70 night-fighter 

 

Antenna installation the prototype P-70 
left-to-right: elevation receiving antenna, transmitting antenna, azimuth receiving antenna874 

 

  

 
871  The SCR-540 was soon replaced by the much larger, microwave AI radar, the SC-520.  This meant that, by 
October 1943, the first US AI radar, SC-540, was already obsolescent. 
872  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
873 Used by the RAF on Blenheim and Beaufighter night-fighters. 
874  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ref/NightFighterRadars/index.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ref/NightFighterRadars/index.html


427 
 

SCR-582 HARBOR SURVEILLANCE RADAR 

 

In mid-1942, the Army sent some of its new microwave ground radars to Panama for test, 

the SCR-582 Harbor Surveillance Radar.  It was capable of producing a map-like view of a 

harbour area, plus all the vessels therein.  It was a fixed sea coast artillery microwave 

radar set designed and built by the Radiation Laboratory. 

 

The SCR-582 was tested, alongside another microwave radar, SCR-615 (intended for 

shipboard use for aircraft warning and GCI), by the 708th Aircraft Warning Company in 

Panama. 

 

The SCR-582 was to become the mobile SCR-682, a long-range early warning radar for 

Coastal Artillery for use against aircraft and surface vessels.875 

 

The SCR-582 was replaced after production of 55 sets under that designation with the 

SCR-682A, the mobile version but was deployed in fixed locations as well as mobile 

sites876. 

 

SCR-588 CHL RADAR 

 

This was a long-wave, GCI radar for tracking aircraft, and an Americanised version of the 

British CHL/GCI set built by the Canadian company, Research Enterprises Limited.  This 

radar could be used as both a medium-range search radar and as a shorter-range Ground 

Controlled Interception (GCI) radar with height-finding capability.877 

 

  

 
875  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
876  http://www.fortwiki.com/SCR-582  
877  http://fortwiki.com/SCR-588  

http://www.fortwiki.com/SCR-582
http://fortwiki.com/SCR-588
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SCR-615 SHIPBOARD AIRCRAFT WARNING RADAR 

 

The SCR-615 was intended for shipboard use for aircraft warning and ground-controlled 

interception (GCI), and was tested by the 708th Aircraft Warning Company in Panama. 

 

One of the first 2 sets built by the Research Construction Corporation was sent in late 

1942 to Taboga island, where it replaced an SCR-271, which had failed to work well due to 

the reflections from the surrounding rugged terrain.  The antenna mounted on platform 

on top of tower and enclosed in a turret.  It had a 65-mile (104.6 km) range. 

 

In 1943, the new Commanding General, General Brett, set out to “fool” the new SCR-615, 

with a low-level approach, but was tracked all the way to landing.878 

 

  

 
878  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
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Chapter 27 

THE PANAMA RAILROAD AND ITS SHIPPING LINE 

 

Complementing the Canal there was a trans-isthmus railway, and also an associated 

shipping line, both of which were to play important roles during World War 2.  The trio of 

sister ships, delivered just before the war, quietly operated as troopships throughout the 

war, returning to their normal service postwar and for many years afterwards. 

 

Railroad train following tracks beside Panama Canal in 1939 
(Photo by Thomas D. Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via 
Getty Images) 

 

The Panama Canal Railway (Ferrocarril de 

Panamá) was (and, in its modern form, still is) a 

single-track railway line linking the Atlantic to the 

Pacific across Central America. The route 

stretched 47.6 miles (76.6 km) across the isthmus 

from Colón on the Atlantic to Balboa on the 

Pacific.  Its construction cost $8 million and it was built by the US (when Panama was still a 

province of Colombia) and involved the deaths of 5,000 to 10,000 workers, preceding the 

more famous Canal by a half century. 

 

The Panama Railroad Company was formed in the 19th Century, and still operates today as 

the Panama Canal Railway Company.  Since 1998 it has been jointly owned by Kansas City 

Southern and Mi-Jack Products and leased to the government of Panama, operating 

chiefly freight trains, but with daily passenger trains for tourists. 
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The incentive for its construction had been the boom in traffic following the 1849 

California Gold Rush879, being begun in 1850, with the first revenue-earning operation in 

1855880.   

 

However, the completion of the Central Pacific – Union Pacific railroad across the US in 

1869 was the turning point in the fortunes of the original railroad881, and by 1877 it was 

essentially bankrupt882. 

 

When de Lesseps set out to oversee the construction of the Canal, it turned out to be 

cheaper to buy the railway from its American owners than to pay their exorbitant freight 

rates.  It was therefore bought in 1879 for $25 million. 

 

Improvements were made and record numbers of passengers, and record amounts of 

freight, were carried but (and this is something that too often has dogged events in 

Panama) “Graft and corruption continued until the French spending spree [on the Canal 

development] could not continue”.  In February 1889, the Canal Company went bankrupt 

and work on the Canal stopped883. 

 

“The situation of the Panama Railroad was an anomalous one.  Here was a 

transcontinental line owned by the United States Government, operating under a 

concession of the Republic of Colombia884, connecting the principal cities of the 

 
879  Between 1855 and 1867 more than $700 million in gold was carried on the railroad without the loss of a 
single dollar: http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
880  For more on the history of the railway, and those involved in its creation, see 
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
881  Including the valuable US Mail contracts, until it was possible to send the mail overland on the new 
transcontinental railways: http://www.panamarailroad.org/mail.html  
882  http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
883  http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  
884  The Panama Railroad had been built with a concession from Colombia, a contract that specified that 
Colombia had the right to purchase the road in 1875 for $5 million. A new contract with Colombia in 1867 
saw The Panama Railroad paying Colombia $1 million and promised to pay $250,000 a year in return for a 
99-year franchise. When the French bought the railroad, this arrangement remained in place, but the 
railway functioned as an integral part of the canal construction company. when the US Government 

http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
http://www.panamarailroad.org/mail.html
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
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Republic of Panama, and doing business under a charter of the State of New York.  

Still further to add to the peculiarities of the situation, the government of Colombia 

claimed that when the concession of the railroad should expire its property would 

revert to Colombia.  If that were so, then, since the railroad owned the land on 

which the city of Colon is built, Colombia would reacquire the property rights of one 

of the cities that had thrown off the yoke of her dominion”885. 

History of the Panama Canal by Ira E Bennett (1915) 
 

After the US bought the Panama Canal Company in 1902, it set up the Isthmian Canal 

Commission to oversee construction, and the railway came under this Commission.  Much 

of the railway lay where the Canal was to go and required moving.  Hence, the railway was 

rebuilt, improved and in some cases rerouted, reopening in 1912 (at a cost of $9 million, 

more than its original construction cost)886. 

 

The Panama Railroad Company also owned a significant shipping line (see below), 

connecting to New York and San Francisco, as well as having a Central America network 

linking Nicaragua, Costa Rica, El Salvador and Guatemala to Panama City.  One of its own 

ships, the SS Ancon, was the first-ever ship to transit the completed Canal in August 1914. 

 

Until 1939, the Railroad had a monopoly on trans-isthmus transportation under the 1903 

Treaty.  After considerable delay, the 1936 Treaty and the transisthmian highway treaty, 

which abolished the monopoly, were finally approved by the US Senate in 1939.  This 

delay was due to warnings from the War Department that the concessions to Panama 

would undermine Canal defence.  A secondary factor was the decline of Roosevelt’s 

political influence following the abortive attempt to “pack” the Supreme Court in 1937.  

For more detail of the agreement, see Annex 4. 

 
acquired the PRR, it was kept functioning as a separate corporation, yet a part of the Canal: 
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf  
885  History of the Panama Canal by Ira E Bennett (1915): 
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/Bennett/prr2.htm 
886  http://www.panamarailroad.org/history2.html  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/Bennett/prr2.htm
http://www.panamarailroad.org/history2.html
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During World War 2, improvements and expansion meant that it was calculated that the 

railway system could, in theory, have handled the cargo moved through the Canal, albeit 

at greater cost, if the Canal had been closed or damaged. 

 

One should also note that the Railroad provided stevedore services for the commercial 

ports on the Canal. 

 

In 1948, when the US passed The Panama Railroad Act 1948, amending the Canal Zone 

Code 1934 with the addition of Article 3 - this Article re-incorporated the Panama Railroad 

(PRR) making it an official operating arm of the Canal.887 

 

Train leaving the station at Plaza 5 de Mayo in 
Panama City 

 

However, following World War 2, few 

improvements were made and, by the 

time of the Carter-Torrijos Treaty of 

1977, the railway was in a bad state. 

 

In 1979, the US Government handed it over to the Panamanian Government but by 1986, 

its condition was so poor that the US authorities forbade its use to transport any US 

civilians or service personnel888. 

 

Up until 1997, only minimal maintenance was carried out.  Then, in 1998, control was 

turned over to the privately-owned Panama Canal Railway Company, and a project launch 

 
887  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf  
888  http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf
http://www.panarail.com/en/history/index.html
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to develop the line to chiefly handle container traffic889, with 2 new container depots 

created, and the railway reopened in 2001.   

 

Today there are just the 2 container depots at either end of the line, and passenger 

terminals at Colón and Corozal. 

Panama Railroad locomotives in 
1940 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
THE RAILWAY STATION AT PEDRO MIGUEL c.1939  

 
889  The extensive work included changing the gauge from 5-feet (still used by the locomotive “mules” at the 
Canal locks) to the same 4 feet 6-inch standard gauge used in the US. 
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At the time, all the stations along the line – Mindi, 

Cristóbal Harbor, Gatún, F Beans, Gamboa, Paraiso, 

Pedro Miguel, Red Tank, Corozal, Diablo High, 

Ancón, Mount Hope Cemetery - had the same 

essential characteristics.  They had a gable roof on 

wooden poles, an area to deposit postal parcels, a 

ticket office, toilet area, water dispenser, car 

parking, and an arrivals/departures board.   

 

Other older stations at Colón, Gatún, Balboa and the 

Pacific Terminal Station on the Plaza 5 de Mayo had 

more permanent structures, as well as separate 

sections for Gold Roll and Silver Roll passengers890. 

 

PANAMA RAILROAD891 

     FY 1938892 War peak year  % increase 

Revenue ton miles (freight)  10,504,777 62,480,603  495% 

Total passengers carried       358,897   1,146,899  219.5% 

Freight tons stevedored       617,137   1,145,186    85.6% 

Tons freight handled/transferred  1,530,287   2,508,421    64% 

Coal sales (tons)       103,844      127,644    22.9% 

 

 

 

 

 
890  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/07/estacion-de-ferrocarril-de-la-comunidad.html  
891  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
892  US fiscal years run to September. 

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/07/estacion-de-ferrocarril-de-la-comunidad.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081


435 
 

THE SHIPPING LINE 

 

As mentioned, the Panama Railroad Company also owned 

a significant shipping line, connecting to New York and San 

Francisco, as well as having a Central America network 

linking Nicaragua, Costa Rica, El Salvador and Guatemala 

to Panama City.  It was one of its own ships, the SS Ancon, 

that made the first-ever ship to transit the completed 

Canal in 1914. 

  

The new USS ANCON launch 24 September 1938893 

 

In 1893 the Panama Railroad formed its own 

shipping line as the Colombian Line, operating 

between Colón and New York using chartered 

vessels.   

 

Re-named Panama Railroad Steamship Line on 1 

January 1896, in 1904 the Line passed into the 

control of the US Government after it assumed the Canal project.   It was operated by a 

Board of Directors appointed by the Secretary of War, and the Line played a critical role in 

the canal construction894. 

 

 
893  https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/326862885436562785/?nic_v2=1a3N0L46b  
894  Journal of The Steamship Historical Society of America (1991) 
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm 

https://www.pinterest.ch/pin/326862885436562785/?nic_v2=1a3N0L46b
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm
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After the US Congress overruled President Hoover's plan to disband the line in 1932, 

planning for new tonnage began, but this proposal came under attack from privately-

owned companies opposed to a government-owned line diverting commercial trade895.   

 

The plans for new ships were revived in 1936, and this coincided with legislation in the US 

intended to revive and strengthen the US Merchant Marine.  A new Federal Maritime 

Commission had been created, and this subsidised the construction and operation of US 

vessels.  However, the Merchant Marine Act 1936 had also reaffirmed US Government 

support for private shipping companies, and this prompted criticism of plans to upgrade 

what was, in effect, a government-owned shipping line. 

 

The Panama Railroad replied by citing a 

US Supreme Court decision from 1935 - 

"We attach no importance to the fact 

that the railway company has utilized 

both its ships and railroad to carry private 

freight and passengers. The record shows 

that this is done to a limited extent 

compared; and that it is only incidental to 

the government operations".896 

Plans were eventually finalised for 3 new 

vessels designed by the noted naval 

architect George G Sharp, to offer 52 

passenger sailings a year compared to the 

26 then being offered. 

 

 
895  https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm 
896  https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm  

https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm
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At the outbreak of World War 2, the Steamship Line had this small fleet of new passenger-

cargo liners, that had been built in the US by the Bethlehem Steel Company in 

Massachusetts897.  This group of 3 sister ships were designed to accommodate passengers 

or cargo at a speed of around 17 knots. 

 

All 3 ships were of 10,021 gross tons (9,091 tonnes) and 14,206 tons (12,887 tonnes) 

displacement.  They were designed to accommodate 202 passengers, as well as 292, 410 

cubic feet of general cargo and had a 90,460 cubic feet of refrigerated cargo capacity. 

 

SS Ancon 
as USS Ancon (AGC-4) at 
anchor in Chesapeake Bay 
in May 1943, after 
conversion from a troop 
transport to an amphibious 
command ship (AGC).  Note 
that some of her civilian 
bow ornamentation, 
although painted over, is 
still visible. US Navy photo # 
NH 95389. 
 
 

 

 

 

One of the ships was the SS Ancon, which had been launched in 1938 and only delivered in 

June 1939.  Until the Pearl Harbor attack she continued to undertake her peacetime 

civilian service, linking New York and Cristobal. 

 

Laid down at Bethlehem Steel Company of Quincy, Massachusetts.  Launched on 24 

September 1938, she was delivered to the Panama Railroad Company on 16 June 1939.  

She cost $5 million. 

 

 
897  Who had won the contract with a tender of $4,.04 million per ship: 
https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm 

https://www.czbrats.com/Builders/liners.htm
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“In her peacetime garb she was magnificent. There were mirrored lounges, cocktail bars 

and dinning salon found on many liners of that time. her passengers enjoyed a cool glass 

of rum & coke, while they caught up on the news of the Canal Zone and the war clouds on 

the horizon in Europe. As they relaxed to the music of Harry James and other late 30’s 

favourites they wondered what the future would bring…The Ancon was a proud ship which 

her refrigerated holds stored tons of green Chiquita la Banana that would ripen on the way 

to stateside markets”. 

SS Ancon goes to War by Louis J Barbier898 

 

 

On 11 January 1942, she was taken over by the Army Transportation Service, after 

modification in San Francisco899 and was used for 4 months ferrying US troops to reinforce 

Australia as the Attack Transport USAT Ancon.   

 

 
898  https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html 
899  Including over 1,500 metal standee type bunks. Troopships of World War II by Roland W Charles (Army 
Transportation Society), 1947.  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf 

https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html
https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf
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A wartime grey-painted USS Ancon passes 
through the Panama Canal 

 

She was then acquired by the US 

Navy on 7 August 1942, and was 

commissioned as USS Ancon (AP-66) 

on 12 August 1942, with 

Commander David H Swinson USNR 

in command, for use as a troopship.  

Later, during 1943-45, she became 

an Auxiliary Amphibious Force 

Flagship (AGC-4) with upgraded 

communications equipment900, 

having been reclassified on 26 

February 1943 – following 

modification 16 February 1943 to 21 April 1943, at the Norfolk Naval Shipyard, 

Portsmouth, Virginia. 

 

The USS Ancon was, a first, the first US communication ship, converted by the Navy for 

Army use, and equipped solely and wholly to transmit and receive vital information and 

intelligence, reports and combat commands.901 

 

Among the modifications made in 1943 were gun mounts added fore and aft.  The 

swimming pool was drained of its water and became a wash room and shower facility for 

the troops.  The cargo holds became crew’s quarters, dinning salons became crew’s mess 

 
900  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf 
Amphibious command ships were fitted as flagships for the Chiefs of Combined Forces with 
accommodations for Marines or Army units.  The Ancon was also fitted with elaborate radio and radar 
equipment. 
901  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 

https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf


440 
 

decks, the lounge & bar became the officer’s wardroom the passenger staterooms 

became cabins for the officers with their pink-tiled bathtubs and showers carried over 

from her peacetime cruising.  More cargo hoisting booms were also added902. 

 

As the USS Ancon, she was first assigned to the Europe-Africa-Middle East Theatre and 

then reassigned to the Asiatic-Pacific Theatre and participated in the landings at –  

• Algeria-Morocco (November 1942);  

• Sicily (July 1943);  

• Salerno, Italy (September 1943);  

• Normandy, as part of Task Force 122, Assault Force Q (June 1944); and 

• Okinawa Gunto (April-June 1945). 

 

She won her first Battle Star at Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of North Africa, at 

Fedala in French Morocco, only 15 miles from Casablanca, on 8 November as the flagship 

of Transport Division 9, Amphibious Force, US Atlantic Fleet.  When USS Joseph Hewes, 

another transport alongside her, was torpedoed and sunk USS Ancon rescued survivors.  

The following night 5 large transports (by now empty of troops) were torpedoed and sunk. 

Bombs and torpedoes were all around the USS Ancon, but she was untouched. At one 

point the Captain (PL Mather USN) gave the order to cut the anchor chain and depart, 

with USS Ancon and the other ships retreated further out to sea and safety. 

 

The USS Ancon later served as flagship of Commander Amphibious Force US Atlantic Fleet 

in support of Operation Husky, the Sicily invasion.  The commanding admiral was Rear 

Admiral Allen G Kirk, USN, Commander Task Force 85, whose task was to land the 45th 

Infantry Division at Scogletti on 10 July 1943.  General Omar Bradley, was the 

commanding general and was aboard USS Ancon during the operation.  She had been 

under heavy fire during 10 days of the Sicily operation. 

 

 
902  https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html 

https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html
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She then participated in the amphibious assault at Salerno in Italy from 9 to 19 September 

1943 and had on board Lieutenant General Mark Clark, Commander of the 5th Army.  4 

days after the invasion of Salerno had started an Italian submarine surfaced alongside the 

USS Ancon, wanting to surrender to the captain of the ship903. 

 

On D-Day, USS Ancon was the flagship of Rear Admiral John L Hall, USN, Commander of 

the Amphibious Assault Force of Omaha Beach. 

 

USS Ancon spent New Year’s Eve 1943-44 in Panama with her crew enjoying liberty in 

Colón.  The following day she passed through the Panama Canal on the way to Pearl 

Harbor with an intermediate stopover in San Diego.  After 3 weeks at Pearl Harbor, as the 

flagship of Rear Admiral Jerauld Wright, Commander 5th Amphibious Group with Major 

General Watson, Commander of the 2nd Marine Division, she sailed for Okinawa as part of 

the Ancon Amphibious Battle Group, facing kamikaze attacks.  These included a near miss 

astern of the ship which caused a fire to breakout on the Ancon’s fantail, as it fought off 

19 air attacks during its time on station. 

 

She was the first AGC into Tokyo Bay, where she was present for the Japanese 

surrender.904 

 

Following the end of the war, she was assigned to Occupation service in the Far East 

September – November 1945.  Decommissioned on 25 February 1946 at the New York 

Naval Shipyard, she was struck from the Naval Register on 17 April 1946. 

 

She returned to the Panama Railroad Company in July 1951 under her original name for 

commercial service until 20 April 1961.  Title for the ship was then returned to the 

Maritime Administration by the Panama Railroad Company on 29 June 1962; having been 

 
903  Ibid. 
904 https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html 

https://www.pancanalsociety.org/articles/SSAnconGoesToWar.html
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loaned to the Maine Maritime Academy on 29 June 1961, for use as the schools training 

ship and renamed TS State of Maine on 14 July 1962. 

 

Returned to the United States Maritime Administration (MARAD) on 25 May 1973, she 

was sold for scrapping on 9 May 1973 to the North American Smelting Company, and 

delivered on 25 May 1973, with scrapping completed by 22 August 1975. 

 
 
USS Ancon as a 
command ship 905 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The SS Cristabol 

was also built in 

1939 and 

acquired by the 

Army after the 

Pearl Harbor 

attack.   

 

 

 

 
905  Ships Monthly (October 2013) 
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/pdfdocs/Panama%20Line%20article_2.pdf  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/pdfdocs/Panama%20Line%20article_2.pdf
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After being requisitioned 

by the US Army on 11 

January 1942 and 

redesignated, the 

Cristobal had sailed from 

New York with troops 

and supplies bound for 

New Caledonia. 

However, as political 

relations between the Free French, the Vichy French and the US were not yet clear, the 

convoy was diverted to Australia. There the ship reloaded, picked up field artillery guns 

and proceeded to New Caledonia. 

 

Arriving at Noumea, New Caledonia, the first part of March, 1942, the troops disembarked 

by using the ship's lifeboats. For days, these troops sweated over the unfamiliar and back-

breaking job of handling all cargo by hand, as there were no facilities ashore at New 

Caledonia.  

 

She was next ordered back to New York, where she was further converted to carry 2,300 

troops. She next headed for Belfast, and thence to Scotland for British troops, and to join 

a convoy of British and US ships, departing for Suez via Freetown, Cape Town, Durban and 

Aden, arriving in Suez on 23 July 1942. There she was exposed nightly to air raids, but 

survived to start the long voyage home, carrying Italian POW from North Africa bound for 

Durban.  

 

After this she sailed back to New York and, at the end of October 1942, the 20th Engineer 

Regiment embarked and the vessel left New York, with the ship being directed to 

transport the troops to French Morocco for the invasion of Casablanca as part of 
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Operation Torch.  After discharging the 20th Engineer Regiment, she took on 1,300 

wounded servicemen and took them back to New York. 

 

For the duration of the war in Europe, the Cristobal made trips back and forth to the 

Mediterranean, North Africa and Italy with occasional trips to England and Iceland. After 

D-Day, she landed elements of the 104th Infantry Division on 7 September 1944 at Utah 

Beach, and other units later at Le Havre; Marseilles; and Port Said - the Mediterranean 

entrance of the Suez Canal.  

On 30 March 1945, in the North Atlantic, she collided with an Allied tanker ship, the Crow 

Wing. Both ships were damaged, but continued with their missions. 

 

When the European conflict ended, the Cristobal brought back US troops from Italy, 

France and England; and she carried a great many sick and wounded, being particularly 

well fitted for use as a hospital ship906. 

 

In January 1946, she 

was modified at 

Newport News and used 

to carry 119 war brides 

and 101 dependent 

children from the UK to 

the US.  She continued 

in this role until 

returned to the Shipping Line in June 1946907. 

 

Postwar, she resumed her position as fleet flagship908 and continued a passenger/cargo 

service between New York and Panama until 1961, after which she operated a New 

 
906  https://www.20thengineers.com/ww2-cristobal.html  
907  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf 
908  She was flagship for a total of 42 years. 

https://www.20thengineers.com/ww2-cristobal.html
https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf
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Orleans-Panama route until her final voyage in September 1981909.  She was scrapped in 

Texas the same year910. 

 

Image of a “Proclamation” given to a serviceman when the USAT. Cristobal was a troop ship, and dated June 
1942 at 'A SECRET LONGITUDE'.  The certificate is signed 'E. J. Essersun, Master, Commander of the Wind 
and Waves, American', along with the signatures of 2 British officers. The certificate was for crossing the 

equator for the first time911.  

 
909  https://www.czbrats.com/CuPA/Everson/sscris.htm  
910  Ships Monthly (October 2013) 
911  It is dated June 1942 so it does not seem correct that the Cristobal commenced service as US Army 
Transport in July of the same year: http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof501.htm  

https://www.czbrats.com/CuPA/Everson/sscris.htm
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof501.htm
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USAT Cristobal 

  
 
SS Panama 

 

The SS Panama was the third of the 1939 

constructions by Bethlehem Steel.   

 

She was taken over by the Army Transport 

Service earlier than the others, in June 

1941, while in New York.  

 

After trips to Bermuda and the Canal 

Zone, she underwent conversion to a troopship at a New York shipyard and renamed USS 

James Parker as a US Navy vessel.   

 

She went on to make several voyages between New Orleans and Cristóbal before 

returning to New York and, in March 1942, sailed from there, via the Canal, to Bora Bora 

and Australian and New Zealand.  Returning to the US, she travelled more widely than her 

sisters above, venturing as far as Ascension Island and French Equatorial Africa, as well as 

Cape Town.  From December 1942 until 1945 she began making frequent journeys 

between the US and the UK and North Africa. 
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 SS Panama heading for sea trials in 1939 

 
 

 

 

 

 

In January 1946, she was converted like the Cristobal to carry US dependents from the UK, 

and was used for this role until returned to the Steamship Line in May 1946912.   

 

Unlike the Cristobal, which continued in service with the Shipping Line to 1981, being 

disposed of in 1957, and she then operated with 3 different cruise lines before being 

scrapped in Turkey in 1985, the last of the sisters to go. 

 

 

USS Ancon  

 
912  https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf  

https://history.army.mil/documents/WWII/wwii_Troopships.pdf
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EXTRACTS FROM “TROOPSHIPS OF WORLD WAR II” 

Troopships of World War II by Roland W Charles (Published and distributed by the US Army Transportation 

Association, Washington DC, 1947) 
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THE PANAMA SHIP REGISTER AND FLAGS OF CONVENIENCE 

 

The use of “Flags of Convenience”, such as that of Panama, was “of little practical 

significance until after the Second World War” and, for the ships that were flying foreign 

flags in the interwar period, the original main motivating factors in the first half of the 20th 

Century for re-flagging were for avoidance of US alcohol prohibition and attempts to keep 

wage levels low.   

 

In any case, the extent of their use was very limited, and this situation – where flags of 

convenience were a minor institution – continued in the first years after World War 2, 

before gradually becoming more significant.913   

 

The growing tendency to register ships in flag of convenience-countries in the first 

postwar decades was far from universal, but confined to shipping companies of a handful 

of countries.  Ships under “Greek, US and Italian ownership accounted for at least 70% of 

all tonnage under flags of convenience” by the end of the 1960s, followed by owners from 

Hong Kong (around 5%) and Formosa (i.e. Taiwan).914 

 

Panama had been the first open registry to be given full international legal recognition in 

the 1920’s, largely supported by the US Government, the incentive being the ability for US 

shipowners to employ cheap labour. In 1939, the US Government signed a treaty with 

Panama whereby profits from shipping were exempted from taxes, which made it 

attractive to US shipowners to take advantage of freedom of employment while obtaining 

tax benefits.  On the political front, Panama’s neutrality at the start of World War 2 was an 

additional encouragement for shipowners from the US and worldwide, to trade under the 

Panamanian flag.   

 
913  https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1  
914  https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1  

https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1
https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2393499/DP12.pdf?sequence=1
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Over 100 US-controlled ships traded under the Panamanian and Honduran flags during 

the war.915 

  

 
915  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/10874137.pdf  

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/10874137.pdf
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Chapter 28 

THE ADVANCE BASES – IN NEIGHBOURING COUNTRIES 

 

A US Army review in the 1930s had recommended extending the Canal’s defences 

westwards into the Pacific.  The review suggested that the Galapagos Islands, about 1,000 

miles (1,609 km) south-west from Balboa port (and belonging to Ecuador916) could be used 

as an advanced airbase and warning station.   

Position of the Galapagos Islands in relation to Panama and 
Ecuador 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also considered was Cocos Islands (Isla del Coco), about 500 miles (805 km) west of Balboa 

(and belonging to Costa Rica917) – while small and lacking a good harbour, it was thought 

they could accommodate an aircraft early warning station918.   

Cocos Island in relation to Costa Rica (and the top of Panama – 
the town of David being shown) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
916  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. 
917  Ibid. 
918  Only around 1,000 feet (305 metres) high at the most, a USAAF B-24 nevertheless later managed to crash 
into it. 
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Then there was Clipperton Island (Île de Clipperton or Île de la Passion), essentially, by the 

late 1930s, an uninhabited rock, a coral atoll 2,000 miles (3,219 km) to the north-west of 

Panama, and 670 miles (1,078 km) south-west from Acapulco and which was French 

territory919.  It was only in late 1944 that the US installed a weather station on the 

island920 .   

 

 

However, the War Department had felt unable to recommend or urge that the proposals 

to acquire these protective bases be pursued921, and President Roosevelt had decided that 

the acquisition of any territory belonging to another American Republics would not be in 

the public interest922.  This was similar to the attitude in respect of Panama where, under 

 
919  The French ownership was only finally confirmed by arbitration in 1931. The island was abandoned by 
the end of World War 2 after being briefly occupied by US forces 1944-45. On 4 December 1944, the patrol 
yacht Argus II, left San Francisco and reached the island in January 1945 to establish a weather station there.  
Later on, 2 US supply ships went aground on the island.  By establishing a weather station the US both 
prevented its use by the Japanese, and were better able to monitor incoming Pacific storms. 
920  On 12 April 1942, a cruiser, USS Houston, was sent to for signs of enemy activity, finding none. 
921  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm  
922  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. 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch12.htm
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the terms of the new 1936 Treaty, which had replaced the original 1903 Treaty, 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 interest923. 

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

 

 

As we shall see, one of 

the results of pre-war 

diplomatic moves by the 

US, intended to 

counteract any potential 

Axis (particularly German) 

influence or sympathies in 

Latin America, was the 

Declaration of Panama of September 1939, which aligned Central American nations (a 

number of which, including Panama, had leaderships with some pro-German sympathies) 

with the US in the creation of a maritime security zone924.  An unstated element of the 

Declaration was a willingness to accept US leadership in the defence of the region.925 

 

THE PANAMA DECLARATION 1939 Made by the countries of the Americas at the 

conclusion of the Panama Conference (more 

correctly, the First Meeting of Consultation among the 

 
923  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
924  The Declaration confirmed the neutrality of the participants, banned belligerents’ submarines from 
entering their ports, demanded the cessation of subversive activities within their countries, and announced 
the formation of a maritime security zone which was to extend over 300 nautical miles (560 km) on either 
side of the Americas (except for Canada and the colonies and possessions of European states) - this area was 
subsequently to be policed by the US Navy Neutrality Patrol.  For a map showing the maritime security zone, 
see http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21 
925  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the American Republics) in 

September 1939; the participants reaffirmed their 

own neutrality in the war; prohibited belligerent 

submarines from using domestic ports; demanded the 

cessation of subversive activities by foreign agents; 

and proclaimed a maritime security zone of 300 miles 

(480 km) around both coasts of the American 

continents.  The meeting also established The Inter-

American Committee on Neutrality, pursuant to 

Paragraph 5 of the General Declaration of Neutrality 

of the American Republics approved at the 

meeting 926. 

 
926  https://www.dipublico.org/101648/comite-interamericano-de-neutralidad-comite-juridico-
interamericano/  

https://www.dipublico.org/101648/comite-interamericano-de-neutralidad-comite-juridico-interamericano/
https://www.dipublico.org/101648/comite-interamericano-de-neutralidad-comite-juridico-interamericano/
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Map of the maritime security zone created by the Declaration of Panama in October 1939, based on straight 
lines between points about 300 nautical miles offshore 

 

By Autumn 1940, bilateral military staff conversations had occurred with almost every 

Central American, South American, and Caribbean republic, with 20 out of 21 nations 

willing to provide the US support to resist Axis-inspired subversive elements927 - notably, 

Panama abstained from these arrangements, it being suggested that this was because it 

would deal directly with the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department928. 

 

The negotiations in 1940 had been bilateral discussions between the US and a number of 

Latin American states, and their first result was an agreement in August 1940 for US 

 
927  As will be seen in the Chapter on internments, this could sometimes be to serve local political or 
economic interests, such as with the Peruvian Japanese. 
928  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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military aircraft to overfly Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru and the Central American 

republics, and to land if necessary, whilst on training flights.  Such agreements were more 

straightforward than the establishment of bases, by lease or purchase.929 

 

Real progress on the additional bases was only made following the Pearl Harbor attack in 

December 1941, as Nicaragua immediately offered its territory for US use for the duration 

of the war, and Cuba and El Salvador granted the US permission to fly aircraft over their 

territory in early 1942.  Colombia was to offer part of its territory for a seaplane base after 

Axis submarines sank a Colombian vessel930.  Around the same time, the Peruvian 

government asked for US assistance in fortifying its coastal defences and was offered 

supplies via Lend-Lease agreements.  Even Chile, which had a traditionally poor 

relationship with the US and a significant population sympathetic to the Axis cause, was 

eventually persuaded to break with the Axis, despite its strong ties to both Germany and 

Italy.   

 

In fact, within a few weeks of the Pearl Harbor attack, oral or written agreements were in 

place for 11 bases in Central and South America (but not in Panama).  The most important 

werethose of the “outer defense net” – Guatemala City (700 miles, 1,126 km, north-west 

of Panama), Salinas, a coastal city in Ecuador (1,000 miles or 1,609 km to the south) and 

its Galapagos Islands (900 miles or 1,448 km to the south-west), and Talara in Peru (also 

around 1,000 miles to the south). 

 

An inner net of bases was to involve Sixaola on the Caribbean coast of Costa Rica, just 

across the border from Panama and at bases in the Republic of Panama (Anton, 

Penonome, Chorrera, Jaque, La Joya, Chame, Aguadulce, the Perlas Islands, Pocri and 

 
929  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
930  In June 1942, a Colombian Navy Schooner, the ARC Resolute was torpedoed, and the U-boat crew 
proceeded to machine-gun the survivors in the water930.  In August 1942, another Colombian Schooner was 
sunk by an Axis submarine preventing the Colombian Government from being able to transport goods 
between the mainland and their base at St. Andrews Archipelago. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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David), together with Madden Dam in the Canal Zone.  Other smaller bases and refuelling 

places were later also used in Costa Rica, Nicaragua and Guatemala931. 

 

By the end of the conflict, nearly every nation in Latin America had entered the war on the 

side of the Allies, many of them lending material support, though only Brazil sent a 

significant military presence to take part in combat in other theatres932 (with Brazilian 

airmen later trained in Panama – see Chapter 23). 

 

Early in 1940, the General Board of the Navy and the Army-Navy Joint Board had studied 

the subject of the defence of the Pacific approaches to the Canal and reached the 

conclusion that preparations must be made for the operation of constant air patrols over 

a wide area to the west of Panama.  Recommendations included patrol squadrons of 

seaplanes based near Guayaquil on the Ecuadorian coast, in the Gulf of Fonseca in 

Nicaragua, and in the Galapagos Islands, with the latter as the key installations.  They were 

to be fortified by both the Army and the Navy, under a programme directed by Army 

engineers933. 

 

 
931  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
932  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
933  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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Western Atlantic and Canal Zone Defence Area934 

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

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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The security 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, Trinidad935 

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

recommissioned into the US Navy in 1939-40, and 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 Newfoundland936. 

 

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 

 

 

 

 

In Autumn 1940, the Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall, assigned the Corps of 

Engineers the job of constructing air bases in the string of British Atlantic territories from 

 
935  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. 
936   http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm 

http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm
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Newfoundland to British Guiana, thereby initiating a programme of overseas base 

construction by the Corps that long remained one of its most important functions.937 

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 Islands938.  At the same time, negotiations for similar bases in Ecuador and 

Peru939 were under way, and a squadron of Army bombers had begun operating from 

airfields in Guatemala940.  In this way, a semi-circle of defence similar to that provided in 

the Caribbean was to be constructed in the Pacific941.  The attack on Pearl Harbor 

hastened things, 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 Army 

bombers reached the base in the Galapagos. 

 

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

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

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

1942.  However, having been surveyed during the calm season, proved too rough for 

seaplanes for the remainder of the year, and the activity was transferred to Corinto942.  

Corinto was in Pacific coast of Nicaragua, where a river flowed into a bay which was where 

the US Navy had its facilities943 

 
937  This was part of a move to transfer military construction responsibilities from an overtaxed 
Quartermaster Corps to the Corps of Engineers.  Eventually, in December 1941, Congress transferred to the 
Corps the responsibility for real estate acquisition, construction, and maintenance for Army facilities, 
including training camps, government-owned munitions plants, air bases, depots, and hospitals: 
https://www.usace.army.mil/About/History/Brief-History-of-the-Corps/Combat-and-Military-Construction/ 
938  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://dspace.ucuenca.edu.ec/bitstream/123456789/2094/1/tli292.pdf  
939  The first B-17 Army bombers arrived from Panama in January 1942; a joint Army/Navy base being built at 
Salinas. 
940  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. 
941  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch13.htm  
942  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
943  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-3-patrol-flying/  

https://www.usace.army.mil/About/History/Brief-History-of-the-Corps/Combat-and-Military-Construction/
https://dspace.ucuenca.edu.ec/bitstream/123456789/2094/1/tli292.pdf
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch13.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-3-patrol-flying/
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“We spent the night at the Navy facility at Corinto. During the evening we would 

stroll into the village and have a beer at an outdoor bar and talk to some of the 

local girls. The village was full of beautiful birds. Many had long red tails and 

crested gold wings. They talked a lot or at least made a lot of bird noises. 

On our patrols for the Canal we were required to identify all of the ships that we 

saw. Most were identified visually by checking with data we were given before our 

flight. Some required close inspection, which we did by flying very close and 

checking their flags and names painted on their sides. Some of the ships looked 

hazardous with small sails and decks awash. We wondered if they would make it to 

port”. 

Boeing Test Pilot by Jim Goodell (blog): https://boeingtestpilot.com/  

 

 Map showing the location of Corinto in Nicaragua 

 

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

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

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

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

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

1943, when it was decommissioned.944 

 

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

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


464 
 

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

about 1,000 miles (1,609 km) from Balboa intended to accommodate 2 squadrons of 

patrol aircraft and 2 squadrons of PT boats (although none were to be based there, as it 

transpired).  Although a Navy facility it was defended by an Army coastal artillery unit.  

Nearly all of the land used for the seaplane base was on former mudflats, mangrove 

swamps and reclaimed shore. 

 

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

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

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

accommodation and a 22-bed dispensary and surgery. 

 

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

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

was completed (be Seabees) during 1943945. 

 

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

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

May 1944946. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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equipment transferred to Balboa.  In June 1946, the naval air station was disestablished 

and all fixed installations were turned over the Nicaraguan government 947. 

 

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

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

the Canal and to the Colombian oil ports948. 

 

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

Aerovias Nationales de Colombia (Avianca – the former German-run SCADTA airline: see 

the Chapter on Pan American).  It lay inland from the Caribbean, along the Rio Magdalena, 

6 miles south of Barranquilla and just south of the town of Soledad and the prevailing 

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

 Map showing location of Barranquilla in Colombia 

 

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

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

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

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

maintenance status until its disestablishment in March 1945949. 

 

 
947  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
948  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
949  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

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


466 
 

ADVANCE BASES FOR NAVY FLYING BOATS, PT BOATS ETC 

 

In 1941, as we have seen, recognising the relative vulnerability of the Canal, the US Navy 

began work on establishing a number of advance bases to form an outer defensive ring 

protecting the Canal. 

 

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

the Salinas peninsula950 in Ecuador, to be followed during Spring 1942 by the 

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

Fonseca in Nicaragua – this being abandoned in favour of another location in Nicaragua, at 

Corinto.  A refuelling base for seaplanes and small surface craft was installed at Puerto 

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

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

Airport, whose modernisation had previously been financed by the US Navy951. 

 

US Navy PBM Mariner patrol flying boat and control tower at Baltra952 

 

 
950  Salinas is a peninsula on the western tip of Ecuador, fronting on Santa Elena Bay. 
951  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
952  https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/ 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/
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However, by November 1944, patrol operations were curtailed in the Caribbean and 

Central American areas, at which time these advance bases either had been or were, 

placed in a caretaker status. 

 

US military (Army?) ship at the Dock in Baltra953 

 

GALAPAGOS AND “THE ROCK”954 

 

Base Beta on the Galapagos Islands – 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 (aka Baltra Island) was 

chosen, and construction began in 1942. 

 

Within months, what was called Base Beta had 2 airstrips and 200 buildings, including 

barracks, offices, hangars, a cinema and beer garden.  It became home to over 2,400 

 
953  https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/ 
954  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/08/los-roosevelt-estados-unidos-y-el.html and 
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/los-roosevelt-estados-unidos-y-el.html  

https://galapagosonline.wordpress.com/tag/military-history/
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/08/los-roosevelt-estados-unidos-y-el.html
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/los-roosevelt-estados-unidos-y-el.html
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servicemen and 750 civilians, and Navy flying boats and Army landplanes used the Galapagos 

Islands as a patrol base.  At this point in time, the airstrip on Baltra was the longest in 

South America. 

 

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

subsequently abandoned on 2 other islands. 

 

Acolian Cove 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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



469 
 

 

Control tower and operations building 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once construction was complete, the base became home to more than 2,400 

servicemen, including a USAAF 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 island is low, dry, barren, and volcanic, covered with from 2 to 4 feet (0.6 to 1.2 

metres) of rocky soil, from which grows only sparse vegetation. It was necessary to import 

all materials, water, and provisions, as well as Ecuadorian labour.  The naval seaplane 

base, at Aeolian Cove, on the western side of the island, contained anchorage space in 

which refuelling ships could be hidden955. 

 

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

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

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

hand pumps from a motor launch956. 

 

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

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

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

Lend-Lease details had been settled957.  Initially, the Salinas peninsula was scheduled to be 

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

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

servicing and housing a complete patrol squadron. Aviation activities were removed in 

May 1944, leaving an emergency refuelling unit with rescue boat service958. 

 

 

PT Boats on the Galapagos Islands 

 
957  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
958  It was eventually handed by to Ecuadorian authorities in February 1946: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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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 remained 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, but US planners on the other hand 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.   

 

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 one959. 

 

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

https://www.galapagosislands.com/blog/galapagos-islands-during-second-world-war/
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Chapter 29 

THE GERMANS AND THE GERMAN “THREAT” 

 

In the immediate pre-war period, there was growing German influence and involvement 

in South America (see the article on the US blacklist of 1941 for further comments on this 

point).  Pre-war US military planning even considered the risk of German/Italian seizure of 

the area around Natal in eastern Brazil960, to strengthen their strategic position in the 

South Atlantic961 - and from to thereby pose a threat to the Canal.   

Screenshot of 
the propaganda 
video of the 
United States 
accusing South 
America of an 
alliance with 
Germany and 
Japan, to carry 
out missions 
against the 
"places of 
interest" of the 
Americans in the 
region962. 
 

 

 

 

In fact, Operation Pot of Gold963 was a US war plan of May/June 1940, formulated on the 

orders of President Roosevelt, to send over 100,000 soldiers to Brazil by air and sea in 

response to growing Axis influence within the country; and the first sign of an Axis move 

 
960  For a few notes about the base in Natal, see https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-
world-war-2-parnamirim-field/  
961  In fact, the US eventually negotiated use of base there in 1942. 
962  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  
963  https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/  

https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/
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or pro-Axis movement964, the first 10,000 men of this force were to be transported to 

Brazil by air965.  The plan was never carried out.966 

 

However, when war broke out in Europe, the chance of a German naval attack on the 

Canal – given the size and strength of the British and French navies – was considered low, 

and in any event the US remained neutral.   

 

The chances of an air attack seemed even less feasible.  In the late 1930s and early World 

War 2, German bombers of known types could not operate directly from Europe to the 

US, although they could reach Newfoundland from Norway or Brazil from Africa.  Neither 

Germany or Italy possessed any aircraft carriers967. 

 
964  A German plot uncovered in Uruguay during the last week in May 1940 helped to confirm US fears and 
also alarmed the Brazilians sufficiently for the latter to send 5,000 rifles to the Uruguayan army: 
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/  
965  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
966  Ibid 
967  Germany had laid down its first carrier, the Graf Zeppelin, in December 1936, and it was launched in 
1940.  However, it never entered service, as disputes between the Kriegsmarine and the Luftwaffe would 
delay the development of an air group, there was scepticism about the value of carriers that would slow 
the programme and, finally, the demands of the war prioritised other projects: 
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-
built-122791 A second example was broken up before being launched and the Graf Zeppelin was 
scuttled, incomplete and unused, in 1945 – to be then raised by the Soviets and sunk as a target in 1947.  

https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-built-122791
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-built-122791
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1940 newspaper – “In 
London it is said that 
Panama is the centre of 
Nazi agitation” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, it was feared that using secretly prepared airfields they could strike at key 

positions either with bombs or with paratroopers.  The presence in several Latin American 

states of German airlines and the Nazi practice of mounting air operations with the aid of 

“students”, “tourists” and “civilian technicians” caused grave concern for the security of 

the Panama Canal.  It was felt that certain of the Latin-American states seemed to offer 

opportunities for Nazi techniques of infiltration and engineered revolution.  With or 

without such political preliminaries, the air weapon was thought to have potential968.   

 

In 1940, in Ecuador, the Italian Military Mission, that had been involved in training the 

Ecuadorian army since the 1920s, was expelled under US pressure.969 

 
968  The Army Air Forces in World War II (Princeton University, University of Chicago; Office of Air Force 
History Washington, DC) 1983: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-
2.pdf 
969  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
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Immediately before the war, US Army Chief of Staff George Marshall focused on how 

German aviation could facilitate a Nazi invasion of the Western Hemisphere, saying that - 

“German-controlled airlines in South America provided Germany the means for 

spreading Nazi propaganda, for communication with German agents and 

sympathisers in South America, and for familiarising German military personnel 

with South American terrain. They also provide bases which would be of great 

strategic value to an invader. Consequently, these airlines constitute a definite 

threat to the security of the United States in the event of war with Germany”.970 

 

The Secretary of State Cordell Hull agreed that “the danger to the Western Hemisphere” 

at that time seemed “real and imminent”, but the threat “was not limited to the 

possibility of a military invasion”.  Instead, it “was more acute in its indirect form of 

propaganda, penetration, organising political parties, buying some adherents, and 

blackmailing others”.971 

 

Pre-war US strategy in Latin America was to have 2 principal aims: preventing the 

establishment of Axis bases in the hemisphere and denying the German Navy the ability to 

operate in the Western Atlantic.972 

 

By 1939, large groups of German nationals had settled in the various countries of Latin 

America, particularly Argentina, Brazil, and Chile.  Germany maintained close contact with 

these expatriates through commerce, German diplomatic representatives, and pro-Nazi 

social organizations. German commercial interests in Latin America depended to a large 

extent on trade with Germany and various business organisations were brought into the 

National Socialist fold by appeals to patriotism and by threats of interruption of trade.  

 
970  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
971  Ibid. 
972  Ibid. 

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


481 
 

This large pro-German, if not necessarily pro-Nazi, expatriate community provided a fertile 

ground for the planting of espionage organisations by the German intelligence services - 

the Abwehr, and later on, the Reich Security Administration. These 2 organisations, 

separately and in combination, were responsible for Germany's espionage operations 

before and during World War 2.  Latin America was probably their major theatre or 

operations, but similar espionage organisations were established all over the world - 

organisations that would be the objects of considerable scrutiny by Allied intelligence and 

counter-intelligence agencies973.  

 

In addition, it was estimated in 1939 that there were 3 million nationals of the Axis 

countries in Latin America, with a further 6 million who were of German or Italian descent 

or origin – the largest numbers were in Brazil and Argentina974.  Neighbouring Colombia 

was home to around 7,000 Germans, and Germans also controlled the airline SCADTA975, 

which had been formed in 1919 by a pioneer Austrian pilot976.  German aircraft 

manufacturer Junkers owned the Lloyds Aerea Boliviano airline in Bolivia, and a Lufthansa-

owned holding company also controlled airlines in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and 

Peru. 

 

Germany has traditionally had strong ties to many Latin American countries, for example 

in Colombia.  There were, for example, 4 German schools - in Barranquilla (founded 1912), 

Bogotá (1922), Cali (1935) and Medellín (1968).   

 

 
973  https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-
histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf  
974  German-founded or funded schools might be an indicator of penetration in Latin America, and notably 
Costa Rica and Guatemala had the greatest number of such schools in Central America with their combined 
enrolment level at over 500 children: 
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&art
icle=2131&context=masters-theses  
975  Socieded Colombo Alemana de Transportes Aerea (“Colombian-German Air Transport Company”). It 
would merge into the state-owned airline, SACO, forming the Colombian national carrier AVIANCA. 
976  SCADTA was founded in 1921 by Peter Paul von Bauer, an Austrian, who in World War 1 had been a pilot 
in the Imperial German Army’s air force (the Deutsche Luftstreitkräfte). 

https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
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SCADTA was said to have produced photo-maps of Panama, from the Colombian coast to 

the Canal Zone, and to have supplied details to Germany of strategic areas in Panama, 

including the approaches to the Canal977.  In addition, from 1937, it began training German 

pilots in Colombia.  Diplomatic pressure on Colombia by the US had resulted in the 

German pilots being removed before, as already mentioned earlier, the airline was bought 

out by Pan American World Airways in 1941, having already acquired 80% of the airline978.  

Pan American fired all SCADTA’s German staff bar the chief executive, and then 

discovered that SCADTA had begun building secret airfields at strategic locations in 

Colombia.   

 

In 1937, SCADTA had begun to train 70% more personnel than required for its existing or 

projected schedules, these being “enthusiatic young Nazis” brought from Germany.  The 

last German pilots were removed from the country by the Colombian Government in 

1940.  It may have been, at least in part, merely a training programme, as pilot turnover in 

1937-39 averages 150 pilots per year.979 

 

In Ecuador, in 1941, in a concession to the US concessions the Germans were to be 

expelled from Ecuador, with the boycott of the Ecuadorian airline SEDTA (as SCADTA had 

become). Its Junker aircraft were confiscated, with one ending up in the hands of the 

USAAF as a war trophy and another in the Ecuadorian Air Force, the German technicians 

and pilots being sent back to Germany.980 

 
977  In 1939, it was reported that photo murals of the canal Zone at a scale of 1:100,000 were on the walls of 
a planning room at the high command in Berlin, and were reportedly shown to a sympathiser there during 
1938: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
978  The US and Colombian governments forced the principal shareholder, founder and now an 
Austrian industrialist, Peter Paul von Bauer to sell his shares.  
979  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
980  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more


483 
 

 

In 1938, Hans Heinrich Schackow, a German employee of the Hapag-North German Lloyd 

Steamship agency in Panama, was found guilty of unlawfully photographing the coast 

defences of the Canal981. The jury was comprised of American employees of the Panama 

Canal and the Panama Railroad Company and took 2 hours to find him guilty.  Another 

German, Ernest Robert Edward Kuhrig, was also convicted on espionage charges, together 

with 2 other persons.  In June 1939, their appeals were rejected – the appeal being made 

against the “Government of the Canal Zone”982. 

 

In April 1940, a Japanese resident of Panama was arrested and admitted planning to pass 

on information of a British ship in Balboa port to a German resident (described as an 

“ardent pro-Nazi”).  Hans Heidelk, a pro-Nazi employee of Boyd Brothers Steamship 

Agency in Panama City, which was also agent for Japanesel lines, was the intended 

destination of the details of a British loaded with A-20 Boston bombers in Balboa, noted 

 
981  https://www.nytimes.com/1938/12/15/archives/german-convicted-as-canal-zone-spy-shackow-guilty-
of-unlawfully.html  
982  https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-
2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-
gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil  

https://www.nytimes.com/1938/12/15/archives/german-convicted-as-canal-zone-spy-shackow-guilty-of-unlawfully.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1938/12/15/archives/german-convicted-as-canal-zone-spy-shackow-guilty-of-unlawfully.html
https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil
https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil
https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil
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by Katalino Kobiyama, a ship’s chandler.  He was spotted writing on a matchbox by a 

Panamanian stevedore, and he was stopped an searched as he left the pier.983 

 

In mid-1940, following the French Armistice, despite the continued US (and Panamanian) 

neutrality, there were fears that the Germans could attempt to sabotage the Canal to 

hamper US supplies to Britain, and to prevent the transfer of the US fleet to the Atlantic.  

The Canal Zone was therefore put on alert against possible surprise attack or sabotage. 

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941, after which Germany declared war 

on the US984, German and other Axis nationals, and potential sympathisers of other 

nationalities (including naturalised Panamanians), in the Canal Zone and Panama itself 

were rounded up.  Those detained by the Panamanian authorities were turned over to the 

US authorities in the Canal Zone for internment at a camp at Balboa985.  A committee then 

decided who should be permanently detained.  As in the UK, some of those detained had 

fled the Nazi regime, and in Panama included at least one ex-Buchenwald inmate. 

 

BALBOA, Canal Zone, Dec. 8 (AP)   

Canal Zone police, with close cooperation from Panamanian authorities, began rounding 

up Axis nationals today as the United States clamped a tight wartime guard over the vital 

area. In Cristobal the activities of the police were coordinated with a roundup at Colon 

where Panama police had taken eleven Germans into custody and were combing the city 

for more Axis nationals.  

New York Times, 8 December 1941 

 

 
983  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
984  On 11th December, the US reciprocating later the same day.  Italy also declared war on the US on the 
same day, and the US responded in kind. 
985  Originally in tents, which was fine during the dry season in Panama, but more permanent structures 
would be required from early- to mid-1942, as the rains began. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Soon afterwards, in 1942, a dispute arose when the Panamanian Government objected to 

the US military releasing some of the internees that had been picked up by the Panama 

authorities and delivered for internment by the Americans.  The US Army was ordered to 

continue to detain such internees, at least until a more permanent camp could be 

constructed.  It has been claimed that the practice of releasing the internees angered the 

Panamanian authorities, who wanted the enemy aliens removed from the country986.  As 

long as they remained in Panama there was still the chance they could be released, but 

should they be swiftly removed the Panamanian government could move to take 

possession of their unattended shops and farms987.   

June 1940: Panama to 
register European and 
Japanese aliens to prevent 
espionage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
986  Eventually to Seagoville and “Camp Crystal” in Texas: https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-
2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf 
The Crystal City internment camp in Texas has been described as a relief to those internees who had been 
held in camps in Latin America before being shipped north.  Latin American camps and jails, including the US 
Army-administered Camp Empire at Balboa in the Panama Canal Zone, were said to be far grimmer.  
987https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&
article=2131&context=masters-theses  

https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf
https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
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Throughout 1942, it became clear that Axis influence had indeed extended to the 

region988, though not necessarily to the strength that had been initially feared.  The clear 

signs of existing Axis activity throughout South America only helped to increase the 

tension within the region and continued to be a source of concern to Caribbean Defense 

Command until late in the war989. 

 

During World War 2, the US Army, though its Panama Canal Department, had direct 

responsibility for intelligence not only for the Canal Zone and defence sites in Panama 

proper, but also the greater area including Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, 

Colombia and even as far away as Peru. 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the Germans would plan to somehow attack or sabotage 

the Canal and its operations.  It is even claimed that they planned an attack990 using Ju 87 

Stuka dive-bombers, transported by U-Boat, in a manner similar to that planned by the 

Japanese991 (of which, more in a later Chapter). 

 

A video declassified by the FBI in the final years of the war, set out to expose the South 

American countries that were alleged to have, with "passivity", let the Nazi and Japanese 

fifth column expand freely to the point of planning attacks on US merchant ships and even 

the bombing of "sites of interest" of the US.  It claimed Japanese and German colonies 

had installed communication antennas to alert the Axis countries of US movements, carry 

out attacks and weaken the war effort to the Allies.  It was also said that had the US 

 
988  In January 1942, an emergency inter-American meeting had been held in Rio de Janeiro which had failed 
to establish a binding commitment and instead produced a weak resolution encouraging the various 
governments to break off relations with the Axis.  At that time, it was simply not clear who would win the 
war, and several countries with traditionally strong ties to Germany and Italy (notably, Chile, Argentina, and 
to some extent Brazil) were reluctant to risk these relationships by taking the wrong side. 
989  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
990  Project Pelikan, see https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
991  The gist of the plan in 1943 is said to be the transporting of 2 Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, with folding 
wings about U-boats to an unnamed Colombian island near the Panamanian coastline, where they would 
reassembled, armed and despatched to attack the Gatun spillway, and thus cripple the Canal’s operations. 
Apparently in effect a one-way mission, any survivors were to escape via an unnamed South American 
country. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/
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had "disrupted" a Japanese communications network that had its centre of operations in 

Brazil and the receiving point of information in the Pacific was Ecuador.992 

 

THE CHILEAN SPY RINGS 

 

In 2017, Chile’s investigations police declassified the files of a special unit called 

Department 50993.  This group had hunted for German spy rings during the war (although 

Chile in fact only declared war in 1943).   

 

Chile had declared war in 1943, despite having a sizeable German minority, and close 

trading links with Germany.  Despite the moderate government having eventually 

declaring war the country played no active part in the war, though it did supply raw 

materials.   

The German spies in the port of Valparaiso had monitored Allied merchant ships and 

listened in on Chilean naval communications.  The spies also intercepted radio 

communications of the Chilean navy and then used sophisticated radio equipment and 

code to send encrypted messages to Germany994.  

When Department 50 broke up the spy rings there were arrests of 40 people and the 

collection of weapons and cash, as well as plans for bombing mines in northern Chile.  It 

was reported that, at the time, Chile had 22 agents dedicated to combating the Nazi 

threat. 

The documents unveiled in 2017 revealed that a cell in the port of Valparaiso were 

planning to bomb the Panama Canal, though they offered no details of the plot995.  It was 

said that it was a separate cell that had planned an attack on the Canal. 

 

 
992  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  
993  The files were transferred to the national archives. 
994  https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151  
995  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-
show-180963836/  

https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/
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In 2017, Deutsche Welle said that the files were only made public only after interested 

officials petitioned for their release996.  The files had remained effectively a state secret 

until then.  This, it was said, reflected the ambiguous relationship that Chile, like other 

South American states, had had with Germany at the time.  The files also revealed that 

young members of families of German descent in southern Chile had received paramilitary 

training. 

The handing over of the files to the national 
archives in June 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A JUNKERS FOR THE US ARMY AIR CORPS 

 

Emblematic of the German presence in South America was the only Junker Ju 52/3m to 

serve with the US Army Air Corps (USAAC).   

 

This aircraft was the 3-engine transport that was the classic German transport of the Nazi 

and wartime periods.  The type achieved fame in Germany following its use by Hitler in his 

propaganda, taking him around the country during the 1933 election campaign.  It was 

also used as a bomber pre-war, including during the Spanish Civil War, in the Chaco War 

between Bolivia and Paraguay and as a floatplane bomber for the Colombian Air Force. 

 

It was a low wing, all-metal design with a fixed undercarriage and a corrugated metal skin 

that had been a Junkers trademark. 

 
996  https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151  

https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151
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USAAC C-79, serial number 42-52883997, in late 1942 at Howard Field when in service with the 20th 
Transportation Squadron of 6th Air Force998 

 

One example, construction number 5283, with Brazilian registration PP-CBA and named 

Aconcagua, belonged to the airline, Sindicato Condor.  It was in Panama in 1942 and, like 

many other civilian types in the US, it was impressed by the USAAC, which designated it as 

the C-79.   

 

By December 1943, the urgent need for transport aircraft, and particularly for a unique 

type like the C-79, had passed and the aircraft was disposed of in a transfer to the US 

Public Roads Administration in Costa Rica. 

 

During its time with the USAAC/USAAF, it was based at the Panama Air Depot at Albrook 

Field and its use included it being damaged in a taxiing incident in Trinidad in June 1943.   

 

 
997  USAAF serial numbers are prefixed by the fiscal year in which the aircraft was procured, in this case FY 
1942 (fiscal years run to September each year). 
998  https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html 

https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html
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A definitely non-standard type, some steps were taken to replace some of the original 

equipment with US parts, this including replacement of the original BMW engines with US-

built Pratt & Whitney R1690 Hornets, as used on the Douglas DC.2 airliner. 

 

US POLICIES BLACKLISTING GERMAN INTERESTS IN LATIN AMERICA999 

 

A key aspect of US wartime policy was the creation and enforcement of a blacklist of 

German nationals.1000 

 

However, (as argued in a 2003 paper from Diplomatic History, published by OUP), for too 

many Americans there was a failure to understand Latin America and its peoples, in part 

fed by misconceptions fostered, or enforced, by stereotypes reflected in cartoons, 

Hollywood movies etc.  This led to a concern that the smart Germans, in particular, could 

make puppets of the Latin American leaders and their states. 

 

In the period from the late 1930s until the Pearl Harbor attack, coups and other unrest in 

Latin America was routinely ascribed to the work of the Nazis – despite any proof that this 

was the case1001.  Anything could be interpreted as “evidence” of German infiltration or 

preparations for it1002. 

 

 
999  There Goes the Neighborhood: Blacklisting Germans in Latin America and the Evanescence of the Good 
Neighbor Policy by Max Paul Friedman (Diplomatic History, Vol. 27, No. 4; September 2003), Oxford University 
Press: https://www.jstor.org/journal/diplhist  
See also Nazis and Good Neighbours by the same author (Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
1000  It has been argued it was the wartime crusade against Germans and German influence in Latin America 
that undermined and led to the demise of the pre-war “Good Neighbor Policy” (and concomitant 
relationships) that had been adopted in the 1930s by the Roosevelt Administration; and that it was the fear 
of a real or imagined Nazi menace (rather than the postwar one against the real or imagined Communist 
menace). 
1001  1938 – Brazil and Chile; 1939 – Argentina; 1940 – Colombia; 1941 -Colombia and Bolivia. 
1002  The most risible perhaps being an FBI graphic depicting 12,000German residents of Bolivia lined up, in 
ranks resembling stormtroopers – whereas 8,500 of these were actually Jewish refugees from Germany and 
Austria. 

https://www.jstor.org/journal/diplhist
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In Colombia, the government actually did a good job of closely monitoring suspected 

Nazis, including tapping their telephones and opening their mail.  It even pressured 

neighbouring Ecuador’s government to be stricter with its own local Nazi party.  

Nevertheless, Colombia (after all a neighbour of the vital US possession in the Panama 

Canal) was at the heart of US concerns over Nazi influence in South America. 

 

In 1935, the Abwehr (German military intelligence service from 19211003) sought to expand 

its intelligence network in South America, using expatriates from business and commercial 

circles, and building up a network in Argentina, Chile, Brazil and Mexico.  Some were 

supplied with wireless communication kits.  They were instructed to supply information 

gleaned from the press on US war preparation and production, as well as from agents who 

had travelled to the US, and sometimes also supplied details of ships departing South 

American ports. 

 

However, US intelligence (relatively small as it had been pre-war) was able to listen in to 

the agents’ radio transmissions from 1940, and was thus able to warn shipping, identify 

agents and arrange for them to be detained.  As with the handful of German agents who 

attempted to penetrate Britain during the war, the German appreciation of security seems 

abysmal and many agents gave themselves away through their behaviour or indiscretions. 

 

As we have seen, the Roosevelt Administration of the 1930s had adopted a different 

approach to relations with Latin American republics (as evidenced by the change to more 

 
1003  Abwehr means “defence” in German.  The organisation reported directly to German High Command 
(the OKW).  It had incorporated the naval intelligence service from 1928.  Its head from 1935 was Admiral 
Canaris.  It was not a Nazi organisation as such, and was often in conflict with the SS and its intelligence 
activities.  Continual competition between RSHA Department VI and the Abwehr eroded the latter's 
authority until Walter Schellenberg (who became head of Department VI in 1943) took over its espionage 
and sabotage sections in May 1944.  At that time, Canaris was demoted to head of a special staff for 
economic warfare.   Canaris was subsequently arrested for conspiracy against Hitler after the July 1944 
bomb plot, sent to Flossenberg concentration camp, and hanged on 9 April 1945 (2 weeks before the camp 
was liberated by the Americans): https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/wilhelm-canaris  

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/wilhelm-canaris
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of a “partnership” with Panama)1004.  It had abandoned the previous policy of non-

recognition of regimes that came to power through revolutions and, in 1936, State 

Department officials in Central America were instructed to refrain from involvement in 

domestic politics in the region (this, of course, did not survive the postwar period, and the 

effects and paranoia of the Cold War). 

 

In Colombia, the US Ambassador in the immediate pre-war and early wartime period was 

to exert considerable influence over the evolution of an anti-German policy in the region.  

He pressed for the despatch of FBI agents to South America to assist local law 

enforcement, his Embassy was the first to collect details of German commercial activities 

for potential blacklisting, and he sent alarmist reports of the German paramilitary threat 

back to Washington. 

 

The rise to power of the Nazis in Germany had led to a change in German trade policy in 

respect of Latin America.  It sought to boosts its trade with the region at the expense of 

the US.  Otherwise, from a political perspective the Nazis were not that much interested in 

South America – although Hitler had briefly referred to it as the epitome of racial mixing (a 

bad thing, of course, in his mind).  Hitler had, however, said to foreign diplomats that he 

thought that a German-dominated Europe could eventually displace the US as the 

principal trading partner of Latin America. 

 

In 1935, the share of German trade with Latin America doubled, and in 1936 it replaced 

the US as Brazil’s biggest trading partner.  This could not continue without a reaction from 

the US, which had some $5 billion invested in the region, and with Latin America taking a 

third of the US industrial exports in several key sectors. 

 

 
1004  For example, he did not overreact and send troops (as previous Presidents might have done) when 
Mexico nationalised US oil installations in 1938.  The oil companies instead had to make a deal with the 
Mexican authorities.  At conferences in 1933 and 1936, the US gave up any claim of a right of intervention in 
Latin America. 
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As war approached, the US began to fear that the amounts owed to Latin America by 

Germany (largely due to methods of credit as “payment” adopted by Germany in the 

1930s) could mean countries would be unwilling to offend a country which could hold 

their payments hostage. 

 

In 1939, Roosevelt told a group of US senators that the “whole threat” from Germany was 

wrapped up in an attempt to dominate world trade “and put an economic fence around 

the United States”. 

 

The success of the German trade offensive also focused increased concern about 

involvement of German communities in Latin America.  In addition, in some states (e.g. 

Argentina, Chile and Bolivia) German influence extended to the military, given years of 

training having been provided by German officers to their militaries.  The rapid conquest 

of European states in April-May 1940 also led to fears of subversive acts by German 

residents and sympathisers (like the Norwegian Quislings) having been a contributary 

factor in the swift collapse of those countries. 

 

The first move taken by the US, in 1940, was to cancel contracts of Germans working for 

US companies in Latin America.  The policy was not to take any cognisance of their 

political activities or stance – just being German was enough.  What being German meant 

was also defined loosely, citizenship was irrelevant, it was “race” that mattered (ironically, 

given Nazi attitudes to “race”). 

 

However, many companies appeared to still put profit over patriotism, and in January 

1941, no less than 17,000 US companies were warned that the government still expected 

them to dismiss their German employees – or they would put any export licences at risk. 

 

As with many wartime policies, national security and economic concerns went hand in 

hand.  This was the case not only with the US, but in many Latin American states where, 
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when German (and Japanese) businessmen were displaced, the governments or their 

friends could step in and take over the property or business. 

 

An example of how economic or business interests could proceed alongside national 

security concerns saw the Sterling Products Corporation calling on the State Department 

in November 1941 and pressing to have its competitor in aspirin tablet production (owned 

by Bayer) in Brazil included on a US blacklist.  The State Department duly added aspirin 

powder to the export control list in December 1941, and Sterling’s only serious competitor 

in the Brazil market was effectively eliminated. 

 

On 17 July 1941, the first blacklist, more properly the “Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked 

Nationals”1005 (see below), was issued by the State Department, targeting all businesses 

thought to be pro-Nazi1006.  It was based on information for various sources, including 

from diplomatic missions and from British sources.  A dedicated unit in the Department, 

the Division of World Trade Intelligence, was set up to compile the List.  Of course, the List 

was, in essence, purely a US domestic measure.  However, any foreign company doing 

business with a body on the List would itself be listed. 

 

In fact, it had been decided not to blanket list all Germans, in part because such a measure 

in World War 1 had resulted in serious economic disruption in Latin America – and the US 

had protested when the British had created a similar list in 1915, this causing knock-on 

damage to US economic interests.1007 However, when the US joined World War 1 in 1917, 

it also adopted a similar broad-bush “Enemy Trade List” (so broad that it could affect 

anyone with a German surname).  This had resulted in a backlash, and sympathy for 

Germany and those affected. 

 
1005  Executive Order 8389.  See https://digital-
commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils  
1006  Furthermore…”Wherever reference is made to “Proclaimed List nationals”, the term should be 
understood to include others to the extent that they are known to be acting for the benefit of such 
Proclaimed List nationals”: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v06/d317 . 
1007  Latin American states made similar complaints over the imposition and effect of the 1941 List. 

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v06/d317
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US officials attempted to avoid the mistakes and problems caused by the lists of World 

War 1.  They developed a set of criteria to determine whether a particular individual or 

business was “dangerous” enough to warrant being listed.  However, the criteria were to 

be so broad as to potentially anyone of German origin – such as having family members in 

Germany, or sending your children to a German school.  Locals who had served as lawyers 

or accountants for German businesses, or even had merely rented them property, could 

also end up on the List.1008  However, US officials were unwilling to relax listing criteria, for 

fear that Germans would mask their activities through nominal control and ownership by 

foreign nationals. 

 

On 7 November 1941, the Colombian Senate unanimously adopted a resolution 

denouncing the List.  Despite US attempts to have the Senate report suppressed, the 

report was circulated to several other states. 

 

In Brazil, the foreign minister vigorously opposed the List.  Some 165 companies in the country 

that were blacklisted were either Brazilian-owned, or had operated in Brazil for many years.  In 

one case, a company employing 2,000 Brazilians was largely Brazilian-owned, but some of its 

minority shareholders were German.  Unable to obtain a satisfactory response from the US, 

Brazil eventually banned publication of the US List in the Brazilian newspapers. 

 

It was the case that some, at least, German businesses owned by German parent companies 

did collaborate in Nazi efforts to spread propaganda, or provided cover for payment transfers 

involved in espionage etc.  Hence, it could be argued that hurting companies like Bayer (owned 

by IG Farben) made sense from a security perspective.  For example, the shipping lines, 

Hamburg-America and North German Lloyd were particularly involved in maritime espionage. 

 

 
1008  Colombia’s Minister to Costa Rica compared the List, and secret denunciations that might be involved, 
to the Spanish Inquisition. 
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In 1941, the US also created a secret list, the “Confidential List of Unsatisfactory Consignees”, 

used as a basis for the denial of export licences, prepared and used by the Office of Export 

Control in the State Department – for example, for the supply of newsprint to any Latin 

American newspaper that might criticise the US1009. 

 

There was a suggestion in 1942 to make the original US blacklist into a more cooperative, 

multilateral effort, to allow it to better fit in with the Good Neighbor Policy.  This, it was 

suggested, could involve the publication of a list that Latin American states might choose 

to base their export control policies on. 

 

Certainly, the unilateral aspect of the US blacklist seemed not only high-handed, but also a 

violation of an agreement from the 1936 Buenos Aires conference1010 not to intervene 

“directly or indirectly, and for whatever reason, in the internal or external affairs of any 

other of the Parties”. 

 

There was also a degree of double standards.  Investigations in the US itself, under the 

Trading with the Enemy Act 1917, did see assets frozen and export licences denied.  

However, investigation standards adopted were higher, there was no blacklist of US 

citizens who had dealt with Axis countries when that was still legal, and (except in rare 

cases) enemy aliens residing in the US were not blacklisted or subjected to excessive 

financial or commercial restrictions.  Companies owned by Germans were seized and 

regulations prevented the flow of funds to Germany.  However, unlike in Latin America, 

the US Government did not engage in a wholesale programme to liquidate or transfer to 

US persons the businesses owned by the 300,000 Germans living in the US.  After all, what 

they produced contributed to US GNP. 

 

 
1009  However, some cases were more justified.  For example, in Costa Rica the publishing house of Antonio 
Lehmann was listed, even though he was a native-born Costa Rican.  He had participated actively in Nazi 
Party events, and printed all the propaganda doe the German Legation and Nazi-related organisations. 
1010  The Inter-American Conference for the Maintenance of Peace: https://www.jstor.org/stable/20662819  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20662819
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A ludicrous example, but one where a listed person was successful in being removed from 

the US blacklist, was where the important Colombian pharmaceutical company was listed 

after the US Embassy found out about a drunken incident in which the company’s 

proprietors had torn up a photograph of President Roosevelt and made pre-German 

utterances.  Several senators and the Colombian President all made representations to the 

new US Ambassador (that is to say, not the one who had been one of the original 

instigators of the anti-German policies in Latin America) and the company was removed 

from the list. 

 

Following sustained resistance by Latin American governments, in January 1942, a slight 

change was made to US policies, with diplomats told to consult with local governments 

over any future additions to the blacklist – as long as that government had broken 

relations with the Axis.  It still took over a year for the first such consultative bodies to be 

set up, and the US always retained to itself the power to delist someone. 

 

However, no Latin American nationals would be permitted on the US-based 

Interdepartmental Committee that decided on policies re the blacklist.  Instead, in 1943, 

authority was granted for new consultative committees to be established in the capitals of 

Latin American states with expanded powers to supervise economic and financial anti-Axis 

controls.  This would also serve to increase US oversight of the economic affairs of the 

country concerned, of course, so even this move could be seen to have an ulterior motive. 

 

On the other hand, the existence of the consultative committees did demonstrate that US 

concerns over the lack of Latin American participation over economic warfare was largely 

misplaced. 
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That said, at a conference held in Washington in July 19421011, feelings were running so 

high that the US State Department avoided making any mention of the blacklist at all – 

despite it being at the heart of the economic warfare efforts. 

 

The blacklist idea was replicated in some Latin American states.  For example, on 5 May 

1941, the Diario Oficial (the Official Journal of the Republic) published the El Salvador 

blacklist1012.  This is reproduced at the end of this Chapter. 

 

The blacklist did not fade away as the threat from Germany faded later in the war, 

seeming to reinforce the idea that the policies were as much an economic measure as a 

security one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1011  An Inter-American Conference on Systems of Economic and Financial Control. 
1012  https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf  

https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf
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EL SALVADOR BLACKLIST IN THE DIARIO OFICIAL 5 MAY 1942 
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THE COSTA RICA EXPERIENCE 

 

In neighbouring Costa Rica, there was internment of “enemies” and sequestration of their 

property. 

 

In Costa Rica, as well as the imprisonment or deportation of German families, the Costa 

Rican government expropriated property from many elite German families who had 

dominated coffee, sugar and other export industries. Germans had been moving to the 

isthmus since the region in search of opportunity in the Americas and found fertile ground 

in the coffee business in particular.  By World War I, Germans were well established in 

many key export industries in Costa Rica, from coffee, bananas and cocoa to electrical 

generation and the importation of finished goods from Europe.   
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As war broke out, and a naval blockade separated Costa Rica from its European markets, a 

deal was struck for the US to buy its coffee with a catch.  The US State Department 

announced that it would boycott all exports from German-owned businesses, most 

notably coffee.  Coffee constituted more than 54% of Costa Rica’s exports of which 

Germany had previously purchased roughly 40%.   

 

For example, the Victoria sugar factory owned by the Niehaus family was expropriated in 

March 1943 at an estimated value of more than $700,000 in today’s dollars. The factory 

became the first agro-industrial cooperative in Costa Rica later that year. Expropriated 

property was also used to pay down the country’s soaring national debt. 

 

 

Costa Rican-German relations reached a nadir when riots broke out in San José on 4 July 

1942, following the torpedoing of the San Pablo, a United Fruit Company ship docked at 

the Caribbean port of Limón.  24 Costa Ricans were killed in the U-boat attack.  More than 

120 shops of German-owned businesses were looted, 76 were injured and 15 tons of glass 
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were broken.  Reportedly, 100 German and Italian residents were arrested followed the 

unrest. 

 

When the war ended in 1945, the internment camp in San José was closed and detainees 

returned to their families, homes and businesses, if they were able to keep them.  Some 

reclaimed lost property, but others could not and faced starting over from nothing.1013 

  

 
1013  https://ticotimes.net/2014/12/15/the-story-of-costa-ricas-forgotten-world-war-ii-internment-camp  

https://ticotimes.net/2014/12/15/the-story-of-costa-ricas-forgotten-world-war-ii-internment-camp
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Chapter 30 

THE JAPANESE – SPIES, FISHING BOATS AND INTERNMENT 

 

A potentially greater threat than Germany in World War 2, notwithstanding the U-boat 

activity, was seen as being that from Japan, despite the even greater distance any 

attacking forces would have to travel. 

 

By 1941, the Japanese community in Panama numbered an estimated 4001014.  The 

Chicago Tribune stated in 1940 that Japanese made up a visible part of the population of 

Colón on the Atlantic coast and some individuals even resided inside the Canal Zone1015.  

Japanese-owned businesses were common in Panama – for example, there were 47 

Japanese-owned barber shops in Panama City and Colón (i.e. the cities at either end of the 

Canal) alone.   

 

The opening of the Canal had stimulated an expansion of the already important shipping 

sector in Japan, making the Canal of strategic importance for Japan1016.  Given its 

importance as a route (though not as a market, the value of trade between the two 

countries being negligible), perhaps it was not surprising that Panama saw a sizeable 

Japanese presence. 

 

Throughout the 1930s, the US Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) reported on the activities 

of Japanese Panamanians and their connections to the US, including reports of Japanese 

Panamanian fisherman visiting San Pedro, California.  Registers of all Japanese 

 
1014  In the book Japan and Panama: the Role of the Panama Canal (1993), it is said that Panama was the 
first part of Latin America to be visited by Japanese after their forced re-entry into contact with the outside 
world in 1853.  The trans-isthmus railroad was the route chosen to cross the continent by the official 
Japanese mission to the US in 1860 (this being said to also be their first encounter with a railway): 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-349-13128-0_9 
1015  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
1016  There had been at least one previous, unsuccessful attempt to interest Japan in investing in a canal 
project, in 1908, but this had failed due to Japan’s agreement with Britain over favouring a Nicaraguan route 
(Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, Vol 14, No. 1, February 1972). 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-349-13128-0_9
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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Panamanians were kept by the ONI as early as 1933, and reports on the Japanese 

community of Panama went back further to 19191017.   

 

During 1938–39, Ken magazine1018 published 

sensational accounts (which may have been inspired 

by leaked intelligence reports) of spies frequenting 

Japanese-owned barber shops in Panama. The 

Japanese government issued a note to the 

Panamanian Government regarding the issue, arguing 

that the articles were sensationalist propaganda.  An 

example of its coverage was to list the names of 10 

fishing boats owned by Japanese nationals, but flying 

the US flag, and which the article accused of 

suspicious activities. 

 

 
1017  The US had regarded Japan as a potential enemy at least from the start of the 20th Century, long before 
the tensions grew in the 1930s, and had a succession of war plans in which Japan was the opponent (either 
on its own or, prior to the 1920s, in alliance with Britain. 
1018  A short-lived illustrated magazine first issued on April 1938.  Founded by the former founders of 
Esquire, it was a controversial, political, large format magazine.  As a left-leaning, anti-fascist publication, It 
featured sensationalistic and improbable stories about German and Italian spying activities. 
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2019/8/27/ken-magazine/  

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2019/8/27/ken-magazine/
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When Ken magazine closed in August 1939 a reporter 

responsible for some of the sensational anti-Japanese 

stories went on to continue his alleged exposés.  He 

published a book called Honorable Spy in 1939 and, in 

the months before the attack on Pearl Harbor, he 

revived his allegations about Japanese espionage in a 

new magazine, Friday, although that publication 

proved even shorter-lived than Ken1019. 

 

In the lead up to World War 2, there were reports of 

Japanese reconnaissance using fishing boats along the 

Pacific coast of Mexico and Central America.  The fishing industry in Panama was, in the 

1930s, almost entirely in Japanese control, and in 1934 Japan had been pressing to have a 

refrigeration and processing plant on the island of Taboga, close to the Canals’ Pacific 

entrance.  Counter-pressure to this proposal came from the US military1020, and the then-

President of Panama resisted the Japanese pressure.  The reconnaissance carried out by 

fishing boats along the Panamanian coast was apparently given credence by reports of 

boats returning from all-day trips with no catch1021.   

   

From 1935, Japanese espionage activity in Panama increased1022.  One of the many barber 

shops in Panama City was, in fact, owned by a Japanese who was, in reality, a Commander 

in the Imperial Japanese Navy.1023   

 
1019  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2019/8/27/ken-magazine/  
1020  In 1934, when the Japanese were seeking a treay concession to allow for the construction of the fish 
refrigeration plant, the then US Army Chief of Staff, General MacArthur, advised the secretary for War that 
any use of Taboga or other islands in Panama Bay should be denied to anyone other than nationals of the US 
or Panama.  Hearing of this, President Harmodio Arias stalled talks with the Japanese until the matter 
became a dead issue: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1021  Whereas, it was said that California-based tuna boats, also manned by japanese crews, returned home 
with their hauls: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1022  Not just in Panama, the first American tried in peacetime under the Espionage Act of World War 1 was a 
naval yeoman caught spying for Japan in San Diego in 1936.  He sold engineering, gunnery, and tactical 
information about the Pacific Fleet that was mainly based in San Diego: https://ncisahistory.org  
1023  Mixu Watanabe. 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2019/8/27/ken-magazine/
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://ncisahistory.org/
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Japanese fishermen  

 

 

The Japanese-owned fishing vessels included longer-

range tuna boats, one of which was owned by a 

Japanese who was chief of Japanese intelligence for 

Central and South America1024.   

 

The same individual also owned a large store in Panama 

City, and encouraged amateur photography with a 

photography club and offered attractive cash or camera 

prizes for the best pictures each month of subjects in the Canal Zone – seemingly a fairly 

blatant intelligence-gathering ruse.  Photography was eventually to be prohibited in the 

Canal Zone from June 1941. 

 

The aforementioned tuna boat owned by the intelligence officer made numerous trips 

from which it returned empty-handed, and was noted to have travelled along the Central 

American coast and even as far as the Galapagos Islands. 

 

US concern at the risk presented by the Japanese fishing vessels led to pressure on the 

Panamanian Government, especially as Japanese activity increased in 1938, and in due 

course the Panama Government imposed a ban on Japanese boats fishing in Panamanian 

waters. 

 

In 1938, a tuna boat out of San Diego, the Taiyo Maru, went aground on the rocks off Fort 

Amador, having entered unannounced on a moonless night and into an a prohibited area.  

 
1024  The Amano Maru, owned by Yoshitaro Amano.  He was later arrested and deported to Japan.  His story 
is told below, 
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When boarded the next day her depth sounding gear were said to have still been in place 

over its port bow.1025 

 

When the Japanese freighter Sagami Maru passed through the Panama Canal in late 1940, 

the ship’s crew reported that some 20 US Army officers boarded the ship for 

inspection1026. 

 

Headline in the West 
Australian newspaper 
on 2 January 1938 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Also in 1940, Katalino Kobiyama, a Japanese national who had lived in Panama for 20 

years, and was a link between Japanese intelligence and the local Japanese community, 

was arrested after he was found to have recorded details of a British ship in Balboa port 

carrying US bombers being transported to the UK.  He admitted that he had planned to 

pass the information to a German employed by a shipping company in Panama (which was 

also the agent for the Japanese Line shipping company), described as an “ardent Nazi” 

 
1025  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1026  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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(see the Chapter on the Germans and the German “threat” for more details).  The arrested 

man worked as a chandler, and hence had free access to the ports’ piers and quays. 

 

In September 1940, a Japanese citizen sailing on the Argentina Maru was arrested by a US 

military guard for violating an order forbidding possession of cameras in the Canal Zone. In 

January, 2 officers on the Japanese liner Tokai Maru were arrested for that same offence 

and fined1027.  

 

Japanese ship: SANYO MARU in the 
Panama Canal, 11 March 1938 
(Naval History and Heritage 
Command) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After President Roosevelt declared a national emergency in May 1941, the Commanding 

General of the Panama Canal Department issued an order prohibiting Japanese shipping 

from using the Canal.  5 Japanese ships in Balboa and Cristobal ports at the time (despite 

diplomatic protests) were therefore forced to travel to Japan via Cape Horn. 

 

On 20 October 1941, Japanese businesses in the Republic of Panama were told that they 

had to close after 28 October, the Japanese Legation being told that the necessary 

licences would not be renewed, and an application for a 90-day delay was refused by the 

Panamanian cabinet.  A total boycott of Japanese goods was expected1028.  The Legation 

considered that Japanese residents would have to travel to another country, even if only 

 
1027  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Panama%20Canal%20Zone  
1028  The Roosevelt Administration having drawn up a boycott list of Axis businesses.  See the Chapter on the 
Germans and the German “threat” for how the blacklist was drawn up and used. 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Panama%20Canal%20Zone
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to find passage home to Japan – but noted that this would be difficult as Central and 

South American countries refused to grant travel permits to Japanese residents from 

Panama1029. 

 

A memorandum from the US Ambassador to Panama to the Secretary of State in October 

1941 described Panama's willingness to cooperate and to intern any Japanese on 

Panamanian territory and see them interned on Taboga Island; once the US had taken 

action to intern Japanese in the US.1030 

 

June 1940: La Estrella 
article saying that Panama 
was to register European 
and Japanese aliens to 
prevent espionage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A memo dated 27 November 1941 from the Commandant of the 15th Naval District on 

which types of person should be detained was accompanied by lists of – 

 
1029  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf 
1030  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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• dangerous Axis sympathisers; 

• dangerous Germans; 

• dangerous Italian aliens; and 

• Japanese in the city of Colon, 

and it also recommending that ALL Japanese should be interned immediately, but the 

detention of others should be limited to those considered most dangerous1031. 

 

In November 1941, Japan lodged an official complaint to Panama about the treatment of 

its nationals and interests, seeking compensation and asking that Panama arrange travel 

of those affected to other South American countries1032.  The Panamanian cabinet 

rejected the complaints. 

 

A Japanese ship, the Tatsuta Maru, was scheduled to dock at Balboa in late November and 

take away those Japanese who wished to leave the country.  However, the schedule was 

that it would leave Balboa on 26 December and arrive in Yokohama in January 1942 – but 

this plan obviously fell through. 

 

In 1941, the Panamanian Government had agreed that following any action by the US to 

intern Japanese residents, it would arrest Japanese on Panamanian territory and intern 

them on Taboga.  All expenses and costs of internment and guarding would be paid by the 

US Government, which would indemnify Panama against any claims that might arise as a 

result1033. While, in November 1941, mass arrests of Japanese in the Continental USA had 

been ruled out in the tense pre-war period, the Canal Zone and Hawaii were considered 

different, and “temporary” mass arrests were thought likely1034.   

 

BALBOA, Canal Zone, Dec. 8 (AP)  

 
1031  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-
Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf  
1032  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf 
1033  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
1034  Ibid. 

https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a617466.pdf
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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Canal Zone police, with close cooperation from Panamanian authorities, began rounding 

up Axis nationals today as the United States clamped a tight wartime guard over the vital 

area. In Cristobal the activities of the police were coordinated with a roundup at Colon 

where Panama police had taken eleven Germans into custody and were combing the city 

for more Axis nationals.  

New York Times, 8 December 1941 

 

In any event, within 20 minutes of the announcement of the Pearl Harbor attack, 

Panamanian authorities began rounding up Japanese and German aliens in the country 

and, once rounded up, they were turned over to US authorities, and transported into the 

Canal Zone for internment at a camp near Balboa1035.  Potential Axis sympathisers as well 

as enemy aliens1036, were rounded up.  A committee then decided which should be 

permanently detained1037. 

 

Not only did the La Guardia Administration proceed to intern Japanese subjects residing in 

Panama, it also prohibited the export of gold or other funds belonging to Japan or to its 

citizens living in Panama; and it imposed censorship on radiographic and cable 

communications and intensified surveillance "of all elements that constitute or may 

constitute a threat against the common interests of Panama and the US in the security of 

the Panama Canal”1038. 

 

On 9 December 1941, the US added Japanese to its Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked 

Nationals, which soon included 566 Japanese Peruvian businesses.1039 

 
1035  Ibid.  Figures quoted are 57 from Colon and 114 from Panama City.  Added to these were around 300 
Japanese detained in the Canal Zone itself. 
1036  German, Italian and Japanese. 
1037  See also http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
1038  Chapter IX of Panamá durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial (1941-1945) 
1039  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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THE JULY 1941 ALERT 

 

In July 1941, the Department of the Navy in the US warned President Roosevelt of the 

probability of a Japanese move against the Soviet Union (their forces had faced one 

another and fought a series of border wars 1932-39), and that the Japanese Government 

had begun to divert its shipping from the Atlantic – with one company being said to have 

told its ships to be west of the Panama Canal by 25 July, regardless of passengers or cargo. 

 

One of the threats identified was a possible torpedo attack against the Canal between the 

1 and 15 July (said to be according to a “reliable source”).  The message was relayed to the 

War Department and hence to the Commanding General in the Canal Zone. 

 

More significance was attached by those in Washington to the risk of sabotage and 

protection was to be stepped up, with increased surveillance of ships in transit.  Japanese 

ships were to be delayed, ostensibly for searches, until further notice.  The Commanding 

General in Panama did not give much credence to either the sabotage or torpedo attack 

rumours, but nevertheless put increased defensive measures in place. 

 

Canal traffic was restricted for a time, after reports of concentrations of small craft 

(probably fishing vessels) on the Pacific coast and of one or more Japanese vessels being 

scheduled to pass through the Canal daily between 16 and 22 July.  What, in effect, 

happened was that Japanese shipping was excluded, with other vessels allowed to pass 

through the Canal.  The Japanese vessels were forced to reroute via Cape Horn or the 

Cape of Good Hope. 

 

Before the end of July 1941, the Japanese had moved into Indo-China, with Japanese 

funds in the US having been frozen, this effectively ending trade between the two 

countries and making any ban on Japanese vessels transiting the Canal irrelevant. 
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CONDITIONS IN INTERNMENT 

 

The US Army administered the internment at Camp Empire at Balboa in the Canal Zone, 

but conditions were said to be poor.   

 

The first arrivals were said to have gone 2 weeks without bathing and saw their Red Cross 

care packages plundered by US soldiers.  Many of the internees were mature or older men 

from the white-collar professions, unaccustomed to hard physical labour, but were 

ordered to clear thick brush with machetes in the intense midday heat.  Working in their 

underwear, they swallowed salt tablets every half hour under the gaze of occasionally 

brutal guards.  Sickness, exhaustion, and ringworm were common.   

 

One internee suffered a heart attack; another lost 50 lb (22.7 kg).  Roaming police dogs 

are said to have attacked one internee and forced him up against the barbed-wire fence, 

lacerating him so badly he spent a week in the hospital.  

 

By January 1942, according to newspaperman Nat A Barrows of the Chicago Daily News, 

185 Japanese were held as civilian internees in a camp “somewhere in the Canal Zone,” 

within a larger camp with separate facilities for Germans and Italians. 

 

Outside the camp, in a former private club, 34 women and 47 children were confined.  400 

other enemy aliens had been arrested, he claimed, then released after hearings, while a 
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Nisei1040 from the Canal Zone had been transported to California.  Barrows asserted that 

the Americans intended to hold the internees until the Republic of Panama built its own 

camp, and then take over all internees except for the 15 who were arrested inside the 

Canal Zone. Barrows lauded the treatment of the Japanese: 

“Most of them never have had such good food and such good quarters before. In 

the daytime they lounge in the shade or do light work about the camp. In the evening they 

indulge in wrestling in an earthen ring or just sit expressionless studying their guards.” 

 

However, the idyllic picture given by Barrows is contradicted by Yoshitaro Amano (see 

below), who described the Japanese aliens as housed in makeshift tents in a concentration 

camp. Amano spoke of the demanding physical labour the Japanese, many middle-aged, 

were forced to perform.  Amano’s account is backed up by the claims made by the 

Japanese government in 1944 about the treatment of the detainees in Panama1041.  

 

“The Japanese who were handed over to the United States army by the Authorities 

of Panama at the outbreak of the war were subjected to cruel treatment, being 

obliged to perform the work of transporting square timber, sharpening and 

repairing saws, digging holes in the ground for water closets, mixing gravel with 

cement and so forth. The internment Authorities let the Japanese dig a hole and 

then fill it again immediately, or let them load a truck with mud with their bare 

hands using no tools. Neither drinking water nor any rest was allowed. The 

Japanese who were exhausted and worn were beaten or kicked and all this lasted 

over a month”. 

 

The Japanese note also referred to the lack of medical care - 

“One [detainee named] Ouchi was gravely ill when he was handed over to the 

American Authorities in Panama, but the Authorities gave him neither medical 

 
1040  Nisei is a Japanese-language term used in countries in North America and South America to specify the 
ethnically Japanese children born in the new country to Japanese-born immigrants. 
1041  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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treatment, nor liquid nourishment which was all he could take. His wife requested 

that he be taken into Panama hospital but the request was not heeded, and he was 

sent on to Fort Sill in April 1942 together with other Japanese internees. As no 

nurse was provided at the new camp, his fellow internees looked after him, but no 

medical treatment having been given, he finally died on May 1”.1042 

 

In April 1942, the interned Japanese were sent to internment camps int eh US. The 

Associated Press ran a photo of Japanese enemy aliens being “evacuated” from the Canal 

Zone in a railroad car with blackened windows.  The caption mentioned (based on 

undisclosed information) that one of the men was a “Japanese naval officer,” while 2 

others were “Japanese Army reservists”.  The camps in the Canal Zone were subsequently 

reused to hold Japanese Peruvians who had been summarily detained and shipped to the 

Canal Zone. There they spent several days or months in confinement, forced to work 

without pay to clear jungle and construct living quarters amid the heat and the pouring 

rains. 1043  

 

The historian C Harvey Gardiner later reported - 

“Denied communication with their families, unaccustomed to hard labour, 

resenting the unsavoury food and their inadequate shelter under intolerable 

weather conditions, the men understandably put forth no special effort. In return 

guards occasionally kicked, beat, or nicked with their bayonets some passive 

worker”.1044 

 

Grace Shimizu, daughter of a Japanese Peruvian detained in the Canal Zone camp, later 

shared the testimony of another internee about being put to work clearing the jungle 

around the camp - 

 
1042  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
1043  Ibid. 
1044  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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“One humid day the internees, many of whom were elderly, were told to dig a pit. 

He thought he was digging his own grave. When they were told to fill the pit with 

buckets of human waste from the guards' latrines, then the older men were so tired 

that they could not run fast enough to please the guards, they were poked and 

shoved by guards with bayonets”.1045 

 

Swiss diplomats representing German interests told the US State Department that each 

successive wave of German internees reported similar complaints, as did their letters to 

family members in Germany.  In addition, the removal of male internees to the US (being 

seen as the greatest risk to the Canal Zone), leaving behind the “non-dangerous” women 

and children became a focus of anti-American propaganda and unrest – with allegations 

that the US was splitting up families and leaving women and children to starve and, from 

1943, some volunteer women and children were permitted to join their men in family 

internment in the US1046. 

 

As already mentioned, the Panamanian Government had previously agreed that, following 

any action by the US to intern Japanese residents, Panama would arrest Japanese on 

Panamanian territory and intern them on Taboga Island.  All expenses and costs of 

internment and guarding would be paid by the US, which would indemnify Panama 

against any claims that might arise as a result1047.  250 Japanese detained in Panama were 

transferred to be interned in the US1048. 

 
1045  Ibid. 
1046  https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf 
1047  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/  
1048  http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  

https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
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Japanese civilians for 

internment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A restricted War Department communication dated 14 October 1943 had sought to deal 

with the issue of any Japanese remaining in Panama via establishing clearly defined 

parameters on how to deal with Japanese in the region.  Although acknowledging the 

need for maximum utilisation of all available manpower in the war effort, it said, that “No 

person of Japanese ancestry will be employed in a plant or facility important to the war 

effort” without approval from either the Japanese-American joint Board or the Provost 

Marshall General.  Likewise, it also said that no person of Japanese descent would be 

“permitted to attend or be employed by an educational institution important to the war 

effort” without similar approval1049.   

 

Also interned in Panama were Japanese from Peru1050.  Following Pearl Harbor, and 

continuing an anti-Japanese crackdown that had begun in the 1930s depression as a 

movement to “Peruvianize” the country, which had included the establishment of quotas 

requiring that 80% of any work force be native Peruvian; the suspension of naturalisations 

and the annulment of late birth registrations of Japanese Peruvians1051, the Peruvian 

President Prado froze all assets held by those with Japanese citizenship and prohibited the 

assembly of more than 3 people of Japanese descent.  When they were subsequently 

 
1049  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1050  Immigration from Japan had risen throughout Latin America after the US prohibited Japanese 
immigration in 1924.  However, in 1936, Peru had prohibited Japanese immigration (the US had banned 
Japanese immigration in 1924).  Ill feeling resulted in a 3-day race riot targeting Japanese Peruvian 
individuals, homes and businesses in May 1940: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270  
1051https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1
&article=1186&context=twlj 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
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deported from Peru they were first sent to Panama, and thence from there to a camp in 

Texas1052.  After the war, only around 80 of the more than 900 individuals detained in 

Texas (of the estimated 1,800 Japanese from Peru interned in the US) were allowed back 

to Peru1053.  For more on the Peruvian Japanese see the Chapter on the Latin American 

internment programme for enemy aliens. 

 

As late as 1945, US intelligence arrested a Japanese man, Jakuji Ochy, who had lived for 15 

years in the Darien province that bordered Colombia, and where he had a large family and 

a thriving lumber business in the Darien and a fleet of shrimp boats.  He was connected to 

the Japanese royal family as well as being a colonel in Japanese military intelligence, and 

was found to have operated a radio station on the top of Pitte Mountain for passing on 

details of US activity in Panama1054. 

 

The first Japanese ship to use the Canal after the war, and the first since July 1941, was 

one loaded with scrap metal which completed its transit on 10 December 1950 (with the 

second due the following day)1055.  

 

YOSHITARO AMANO, CANAL ZONE RESIDENT AND PRISONER 2031056 

 

Yoshitaro Amano was one of the more than 2,000 Japanese Latin Americans seized 

abroad, shipped to the US, and interned without charge during World War 2 (and he 

 
1052  https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-
entered-illegally  
1053  Many more relocated to war torn Japan, where many had to restart their lives in a land and speaking a 
language that was foreign to them.  However, lawyers won a court order blocking the removal of 364 
Japanese Peruvians, then secured temporary permission for them to remain as labourers in Texas.  Peru 
would only countenance the return of those with Peruvian citizenship: https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-
10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-entered-illegally  
1054  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1055  New York Times, 11 December 1950. 
1056  http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-
amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DL
E.facebook 

https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-entered-illegally
https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-entered-illegally
https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-entered-illegally
https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-10-01/us-imprisoned-japanese-peruvians-texas-then-said-they-entered-illegally
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DLE.facebook
http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DLE.facebook
http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DLE.facebook
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wrote a book about his experiences in 19431057).  He was arrested in Panama on 7 

December 1941. 

 

He had been born in 1898 in Ojika, Akita, Japan.  He graduated from Akita Industrial High 

School’s division of mechanics, and attended Kurumae College of Industry, leaving shortly 

before graduation. Amano worked as a ship engineer, honing the entrepreneurial skills 

that would later finance his Latin American business ventures. 

 

By 1930, he had established the Amano Trading Company, an import/export venture 

located in Panama City.  He also helped organise the Ikawa Trading Company based in 

Japan expressly for the shipment of manufactured goods to Panama and Peru, and 

travelled regularly between Panama and Peru.  Amano’s businesses flourished, and he 

built a small empire that also included a ranch in Chile, a lumber business in Bolivia, a 

quinine farm in Ecuador and 2 department stores called Casa Japonesa in Panama.  He 

also established the Pacific Fishing Company based in Puente Arenas, Costa Rica and had a 

tuna clipper, the Amano Maru, commissioned from a shipbuilder in Japan in 1933. 

 

In 1941, when the US Government banned trade with approximately 1,800 individuals and 

businesses on the Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked Nationals1058, Amano’s name and 

that of his fishing company appeared on a Costa Rican list.  However, it was Amano’s 

fishing boat that attracted the most suspicion. 

 

In 1939, a book by an American journalist called Secret Agents Against America alleged 

that Amano was a secret agent “whose real profession seems to be a secret to no one”, 

and claimed that he had been arrested in Colombia and imprisoned in Nicaragua following 

 
1057  Waga Toraware No Ki (“The Journal of my Incarceration”): 
http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-
amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DL
E.facebook  
1058 https://digitalcollections.smu.edu/digital/collection/hgp/id/651/   For more details of how this blacklist 
was drawn up and used, see the Chapter on the Germans and the German “threat”. 

http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DLE.facebook
http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DLE.facebook
http://www.discovernikkei.org/es/journal/2010/7/7/yoshitaro-amano/?fbclid=IwAR3LPqimW160GZrdsgmrsRwnza1yvwC78w4ctgYfyCuGnAF1O7Fep1CpAhI#.WKTKNak9DLE.facebook
https://digitalcollections.smu.edu/digital/collection/hgp/id/651/
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an espionage charge by an unspecified country but he “was enough of a Chilean 

millionaire to talk his way out of a Nicaraguan jail”.  The book also speculated how the 

Amano Maru could be used to transport mines. 

 

Photo of the Amano 
Maru, circa 1935 

 

 

Another book in 

1939, Richard 

Spivey’s Secret 

Armies: The New 

Technique of Nazi Warfare, also featured the Amano Maru, saying it had a powerful radio 

and “an extremely secret Japanese invention enabling it to detect and locate mines”.   

 

On 7 December 1941, 15 armed policemen burst into one of his properties, which served 

as a dormitory for the department store employees.  2 of the several dozen workers were 

women: the manager’s wife and a governess/housekeeper. The police loaded everyone, 

some wearing only their underwear, into police vans and thoroughly searched the house 

for Amano.  Amano actually turned himself in to Police Headquarters, and said that he had 

telephoned a colleague to call off the search for him and then walked with him to Chorrios 

Jail, a block away.  

 

He was one of about 100 men taken to Balboa Harbour and thence to Taboga.  They 

would not know where the women were detained until April 1942.  On Taboga, there was 

a makeshift camp of unassembled tents, with boxes of canned goods piled in an open 

field, and no latrines.  Barbed wire surrounded the area, and soldiers patrolled with 

machine guns.  US soldiers had the prisoners to set up 20 tents and place 8 cots in each 

tent.  Within a few days, Italian and German prisoners also arrived.  
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Later the arrival of wounded soldiers from Pearl Harbor to Gorgas Hospital in Panama 

triggered a change of attitude among the Americans, Amano noted.  He reported months 

of physically demanding manual labour such as digging latrines and picking up rocks, and 

even instances when soldiers hit and kicked them.  Many of the Panamanian Japanese 

were middle-aged, and the harsh conditions took their toll on the weakest.  They were 

also, like Amano, interrogated, once by the FBI (by an agent he described as young, 

refined and polite). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While, after several months, numbers of the Italians were released, all the Japanese 

stayed in the camp, and were joined by others from other Latin American countries1059. 

 

The Panamanian prisoners became part of the first shipment of hostages sent to US 

internment camps.  These captives and other Axis prisoners, primarily from Peru, arrived 

in New Orleans on 8 April 1942. 

 

 
1059  For more on the internment of Japanese in Latin America, in particular the Peruvian Japanese sent to 
Panama, see the Chapter on the Latin American Program for Enemy Aliens. 
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He had embarked on the Florida, where Germans and Italians were already on 

board.  After a number of prisoners fell ill from a carbon monoxide-filled hold, they were 

allowed on deck to revive under the surveillance of soldiers with bayonets stationed at 10-

feet intervals.  The ship headed out of Cristóbal Harbour to Limón Bay where it picked up 

another 50 Germans, who had been detained by the Costa Rican government.  It then 

picked up 20 more Germans in Guatemala before reaching New Orleans. 

 

 

Japanese interned in the Canal Zone (presumably in late 1941/early 1942 at Camp Empire, judging from the 
tents and early-war Brodie helmets of the US troops) 
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Chapter 31 

THE LATIN AMERICAN INTERNMENT PROGRAM FOR ENEMY ALIENS1060 

 

While Panama escaped most of the worst effects of World War 2 and, in some ways, 

benefited economically from the developments that took place, it did have a role in one 

unpleasant (though, to some extent, unavoidable) and somewhat mishandled aspect.  This 

involved the detention and deportation of those whose nationality or origin was of the 

Axis countries.   

 

The obvious and immediate threat from any dangerous enemy national in Panama was 

probably greater than elsewhere in Latin America, and could be said to justify action taken 

in and around the Canal Zone.  However, Panama also played a part as a transit point for 

those interned in, and deported from, their homes in other Latin American states. 

 

As we have seen, a memo dated 27 November 1941 from Commandant 15th Naval District, 

detailing which types of person should be detained was accompanied by lists of – 

• dangerous Axis sympathisers; 

• dangerous Germans; 

• dangerous Italian aliens; and 

• Japanese in the city of Colon, 

and it also recommended that all Japanese should be interned immediately, but that the 

detention of others should be limited to those considered most dangerous1061. 

 

During World War 2, the US had 3 separate programmes for the identification, detention 

and repatriation of civilians, such as enemy aliens, considered a potential threat.  Of these 

the best-known is probably that which resulted in the harsh treatment of people of 

 
1060  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 
1061  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-
Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf  

https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
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Japanese descent, and their wholesale removal from the US West Coast.  The least-known 

is probably that of the State Department’s Special War Problems Division in Latin America. 

 

After the attack on Pearl Harbor, the US Government, hoping to use Japanese Latin 

Americans as exchange prisoners for US prisoners of war (POW), collaborated with Peru 

and other Central and South American countries to round them up and ship them to the 

US.  During the war, an estimated 550 Latin American Japanese were sent to Japan in 

exchange for US POW.  In addition, when the war was over, 900 more were deported to 

Japan, even though they did not want to go.  Neither the administration of President 

Roosevelt nor later Administrations gave an official explanation for the removals and 

internments1062. 

 

In the US, the Alien Enemy Act of 1798 provided that, in the event of war, all enemy aliens 

over 14 years of age within the US could be "apprehended, restrained, secured, and 

removed", with a Presidential proclamation.  The US Government had relied on this 

authority in holding Japanese Latin Americans, although its application to those foreign 

nationals brought to the US by the Government is questionable.1063 

 

The detention of nationals who were nationals of the Axis states, or were of German, 

Italian or Japanese ethnicity, has already been mentioned.  However, the Program 

resulted, with US arrangements and financial support, in thousands of civilians who were 

legal residents in Central and South American states, and the Caribbean, being interned 

and housed in detention centres, without legal hearings or recourse – in conditions that 

varied, but were often poor or worse. 

 

 
1062  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1063  Ibid. 
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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On 9 December 1941, the US added Japanese to its Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked 

Nationals, which soon included 566 Japanese Peruvian businesses.1064 

 

According to a 1998 law review article by Natsu Taylor Saito1065, a professor of law at 

Georgia State College of Law, the US had proposed to repatriate all Axis officials who were 

in Latin America in early 1942 — but Peru was to take this plan a step further by also 

compiling lists of civilians it wished to expel.1066  

 

Some of the detention centres were run by the US military, or were funded by the US, 

and, in some places, prisons were utilised, while others used hotels (usually where those 

interned had money or influence).  In the case of Ecuador, those involved were simply 

asked to move away from the coast. 

 

The policy reasons for the US programmes are said to be motivated by – 

• national and hemispheric security concerns;  

• economic rivalry over Latin American markets; and 

• gathering captives for potential barter for Americans held by the Axis states. 

 

The programmes had been preceded by secret schemes run by the FBI in the US and the 

intelligence services in Latin America during the 1930s to identify potential security risks, 

over concern that Nazi elements might become a threat, or become established in Latin 

American states1067.  A State Department document of February 1941 labelled many 

German groups in Latin America as subversive and claimed that they were “indispensable 

media for the operation of the Nazi system” and that “…virtually all the Reichsdeutschen 

 
1064  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1065  https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1066  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-
523711  
1067  , The Shadow War: German Espionage and United States Counterespionage in Latin America during 
World War II by Leslie B Rout Jr and John F Bratzel (University Publications of America Inc) 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
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[Germans born in Germany – though the document did concede that this only applied to 

the non-Jewish Germans] in Latin America are sincere supporters of the Nazi regime”1068. 

 

THE ECKHARDT FAMILY STORY1069 -  Albert Eckardt emigrated to the US from Leonberg, 

Germany and arrived in Ellis Island, New York in 

1894.  He became a naturalised US citizen and lived in 

Brooklyn.  Working on the ships, he eventually reached 

Panama, where he met his wife, Ruth Jankwitz. They 

lived in Limon, then a rather remote village area that 

adjoins Lake Gatun in Panama.  It was a place with dirt 

roads and when it rained had only muddy roads.  The 

Panamanians there were said by Eckardt’s son to have 

lived in thatched-roof houses. The couple’s children 

went to Gatun by boat for schooling, and Gatun was 

where they did most of the family’s 

shopping.  Meanwhile, Albert Eckardt was employed 

dredging channels in Gatun Lake, which formed a part 

of the Canal route, but he died in 1938. 

 

On 16 June 1942, the family was summoned to Panama 

City and subsequently arrested on the 16th June 1942.  

Mrs Eckhardt was allowed to go back for a few 

belongings before being turned over to the US 

authorities of the Immigration and Naturalization 

Service, (INS) and interned in Balboa. 

 

 
1068  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 
1069  https://gaic.info/eckardt-story/  

https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/
https://gaic.info/eckardt-story/
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The family was subsequently removed to the US, to be 

interned with thousands of German Americans, ending 

up in the Crystal City camp in Texas.  In Spring 1944, 

the 2 children were placed in the Lutheran Orphan’s 

and Old Folks Home in Toledo, Ohio. 

 

Mrs Eckhardt and the children never returned to 

Panama. 

 

US officials were instructed to pressure countries to arrest and intern Axis nationals.  In a 

more overt move, at a conference of countries from the Americas in Rio de Janeiro in 

January 1942 (the Third Meeting of the Foreign Ministers of the American Republics, 

which also saw an agreement to break off diplomatic relations with the Axis – although 

Chile did not do so until 19431070), at the insistence of the US, an Emergency Advisory 

Committee for Political Defense was set up to monitor what were termed “enemy aliens” 

in Latin America, with registration, surveillance and various restrictions1071 – in the same 

way as in the US.  At this time, some – but not all – Latin American states had severed ties 

with the Axis countries and/or entered the war on the side of the Allies. 

 

To give some sense of the impact of Japanese communities in some Latin American states, 

one can look at Brazil.  According to a 1940 census, Brazil had some 250,000 of Japanese 

residents, and many were critical to the country’s agricultural economy.  Consequently, it 

opted for “monitoring” rather than internment, but also banned use of the Japanese 

language and texts. However, in July 1943, the government relocated approximately 4,000 

 
1070  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/ Chile feared a Japanese attack and did 
not break relations with Japan until 1943, and did not intern its Japanese population of approximately 1,000. 
1071  Such as registration, increasing surveillance, limiting internal travel, and forbidding aliens to have guns 
and transmitters, (though radios without transmitting capacities were also seized).  In addition, 
naturalisation processes were slowed or stopped, and cancellation of citizenship should any naturalised 
citizen exhibit support for the Axis powers. 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
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Japanese to from the coastal region of Santos-São Paulo area, and others from the 

northern coastal state of Pará were relocated inland to Tomé-Açu in the state1072. 

 

18 Central and South American and Caribbean states accepted US funds to implement and 

subsidise detention and deportation programmes1073. 

 

A secret mission carried out by 12 C-47 Skytrain of the 20th Transport Squadron 

transported 220 German, Japanese and Italian prisoners from La Paz, Bolivia, to 

Panama in May 1944.   

 

They were thought to be the remaining agents of the Nazi Abwehr military 

intelligence network in South America1074, and had been apprehended by the FBI 

with the help of the Bolivian and Chilean governments and it is believed that some 

were imprisoned for the duration in Panama while others were sent to prisoner of 

war camps in the US.1075 

 

German and Japanese women with their children being 
relocated to detention in the US from Panama in 1942 
(Washington National Archives) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1072  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  
1073  Notably, Argentina, being more pro-fascist, allowed its German community to remain largely 
unaffected. It did not intern the approximately 6,000 Japanese there. 
1074  Abwehr – meaning “defence” in German (a cover given to this counterintelligence group in order to 
disguise its espionage functions) began as an intelligence arm of the German Army which, in 1928, merged 
with the German Navy’s espionage unit under the Ministry of Defence.  It later evolved into a department 
under the OKW (the High Command of the Armed forces), and the military espionage agency of World War 2 
1075  https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm
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In Panama, the detention centre was 

run by the US Army and located at 

Camp Empire, at Balboa in the Canal 

Zone1076.  The offshore island of 

Taboga was turned into a 

confinement camp for Italians1077.  

According to the Chicago Daily News 

in November 1942, 185 Japanese were 

being held as civilian internees in a 

camp “somewhere in the Canal Zone”, 

and within a larger camp with 

separate facilities for Germans and 

Italians.  Outside the camp, in a 

former private club, 34 women and 47 

children were said to be confined1078. 

 

Exact figures are uncertain, but it is 

reported that, for example, that 1,813 

internees were repatriated directly to 

Germany from Central and South 

America.  Numbers were also 

deported from Latin America to be interned in the US by the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service (INS) – 4,058 German1079, 2,264 Japanese and 287 Italians.  Some 

other nationalities and ethnicities would also have also been affected (when seen as a 

security concern). 

 
1076  Swiss diplomats representing German interests told the US State Department that each successive wave 
of German internees reported similar complaints about conditions and ill treatment at the Camp, as did 
their letters to family members in Germany1076. 
1077  https://www.newsroompanama.com/opinion/mediawatch-a-wartime-president 
1078  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
1079  3,317 of those of German origin were subsequently repatriated to Germany. 

https://www.newsroompanama.com/opinion/mediawatch-a-wartime-president
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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Although originally only males were deported, from November 1942, a new 

recommendation was that whole families should be deported.  This followed situations, 

such as in Panama, where wives and children left behind found themselves impoverished 

and a source of anti-American propaganda and resentment.  However, other injustices 

also existed, such as when refugees produced documents to show that they had been in 

concentration camps or had otherwise been persecuted, it was not considered proof of 

innocence1080 (of the 247 Germans taken to the US from Panama 1941-1945, 30 were 

Jewish, and of these 5 had spent time in Nazi concentration camps).  About 60 Jews were 

amongst a much larger number of Germans, Italians and Japanese transported to the US 

for internment in the Spring of 1942.  Altogether, 81 Jews and 4,707 enemy aliens from 

Latin America were interned in the US during World War 2.1081. 

 

It is said that most Latin American nations did not round up Jews, or quickly released 

those taken into custody, but in Panama and British Honduras, the influence of anti-

Semitic officials is said to have made these countries especially eager to include Jews (and, 

in Panama, with the added bonus of then being able to sequestrate their assets and 

businesses).  Additionally, a few Jews from Bolivia, Costa Rica, Honduras, and the 

Dominican Republic ended up interned1082. 

 

 
1080  It is reported that 81 Jews were noted to have been brought to the US from Latin America (Undue 
Process: the Untold Story of American’s German Alien Internees by Arnold Krammer; Maryland: Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers Inc, 1997). 
1081  Jewish Internees in the American South 1942-1945 by Harvey Strum (American Jewish Archives Journal), 
1990: http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf 
They would have remained in internment until the end of the war, but the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee and the National Refugee Service learned of their plight and pleaded their case to 
American military and civilian authorities. By the middle of I 943, the US Government reclassified most of 
the 28 American Jewish Archives Jews as internees-at-large who could live outside the camps for the 
duration. 
1082  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf  

http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
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The Panamanian Government, especially under President Arias Madrid is said to have 

adopted anti-Semitic policies and according to Latin American expert Richard Behrendt, 

fascist and anti-Semitic groups "became very powerful" in Panama - because "some of 

them . . . remained in office" after the Arias Madrid was deposed in 1941, they were in 

positions of power to use the outbreak of the war to harass and intern Jewish refugees".  

Whereas the Panamanian authorities are said to have quickly released local fascists and 

refugees of Czechoslovakian, Polish, and Italian origin they kept German and Austrian Jews 

confined1083.  A further difficulty for those affected was that most of the Jewish refugees 

had left Germany and Austria with their families but without funds because of German 

government restrictions1084.  In 1945, none of the refugees wanted to return to Europe, 

and only a few wished to go back to Latin America, because of the manner in which the 

Latin American countries, especially Panama, had rounded them up and expelled 

them1085. 

 

Some level of Nazi activity in Latin America had been reported by US and British 

intelligence pre-war, and the importance of the Panama Canal meant that the US 

authorities felt that they could not countenance any potential risks in Panama, or indeed 

nearby1086.  The genuine, realistic risks were amplified by inaccurate reports, misleading 

news stories and misconceptions that ethnicity alone meant that all Germans would 

automatically be regarded as Nazi sympathisers or supporters.  The hysteria or paranoia is 

illustrated by the plots of the black and white Hollywood films mentioned earlier. 

 

 
1083  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf  
1084  For example, Gerhard Schlesinger was arrested in 1938 and sent to Buchenwald. He was released on the 
condition that he leave Germany but, because of the outbreak of the war in 1939 he and his wife, Charlotte, 
had to travel via the Soviet Union and Japan before reaching Panama in September 1940. As another 
example, Fred Kappel was residing in Berlin in 1938 when the Gestapo ordered him to leave Germany within 
a month. After going to Denmark, he obtained a visa for Panama and arrived there in December 1938.  In 
Panama they had to take other kinds of work to support their families - they worked as butlers, labourers, 
and servants. In fact, one refugee served as a servant to the US governor of the Canal Zone.  Once interned, 
most lost their jobs. 
1085  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf 
1086  Hence the action against Colombian airline SCDATA mentioned earlier in Chapters 9 and 29. 

http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
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As already touched upon, security concerns were not the only driver.  Both for the US, to 

remove potential commercial or economic rivals, and in the Latin American states 

involved, it could be quite convenient to remove or acquire business interests that those 

interned had owned or controlled.  For example, as already mentioned, in Panama in the 

1930s the offshore fishing industry had been largely dominated by the Japanese1087.   In 

many cases in Latin America, US companies and interests stepped in to fill gaps.   

 

Already, before even entering the war, the US had followed the lead of the British in 

preparing a list of Axis country citizens and businesses to be boycotted, and in June 1941 

the State Department instructed its delegations throughout Latin America to gather 

information for the same purpose.  In July 1941, President Roosevelt declared The 

Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked Nationals, being a list of people and businesses with 

whom or with which the US would no longer do business1088 - which also had the effect of 

paving the way for US businesses to take over or supplant backlisted companies.  Much 

more about this blacklist can be found in the Chapter on the Germans and the German 

“threat”.1089   

Enemy Alien Clothes and Luggage Transit Tags 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1087  And it was not just the peoples of the Axis states that were affected by restrictions imposed during the 
war.  In 1941, under President Arias, businesses of Chinese residents who were not naturalised were 
detained.  Many Chinese married transferred their businesses to their wives or children who were 
Panamanian nationals: https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/chinese-panam%C3%A1-also-have-story-
tell%E2%80%A6 
1088  This effectively prevented any company from dealing with them since it, too, would be placed on the list 
if it did so. 
1089  Other states produced their own blacklists – for example, see the El Salvador list of May 1942: 
https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf  

https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/chinese-panam%C3%A1-also-have-story-tell%E2%80%A6
https://revista.drclas.harvard.edu/book/chinese-panam%C3%A1-also-have-story-tell%E2%80%A6
https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf
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The US State Department, through its Special War Problems Division, coordinated efforts 

to bring Axis nationals from Latin America to the US in wartime1090. 

 

 

Japanese interned in the Canal Zone (presumably in late 1941/early 1942 at Camp Empire, judging from the 
tents and early-war Brodie helmets of the US troops) 

 

As mentioned earlier, conditions in the detention centres in Panama could be poor, 

particularly at first, when internees were housed in temporary tented accommodation.  In 

fact, in Spring 1944, when the US lodged a formal protest against Japan for its treatment 

of American captives, Japan responded in a letter to the Swiss Legation in Tokyo denying 

ill-treatment of prisoners, and complaining of the treatment of Japanese nationals in US 

custody, and citing the treatment of detainees in Panama in particular1091 - 

 

“The Japanese who were handed over to the United States Army by the Authorities 

of Panama at the outbreak of the war were subjected to cruel treatment, being 

obliged to perform the work of transporting square timber, sharpening and 

repairing saws, digging holes in the ground for water closets, mixing gravel with 

cement and so forth. The internment Authorities let the Japanese dig a hole and 

then fill it again immediately, or let them load a truck with mud with their bare 

 
1090  https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/military-history/texas-world-war-
ii/japanese-german-and-italian  
1091  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 

https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/military-history/texas-world-war-ii/japanese-german-and-italian
https://www.thc.texas.gov/preserve/projects-and-programs/military-history/texas-world-war-ii/japanese-german-and-italian
http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
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hands using no tools. Neither drinking water nor any rest was allowed. The 

Japanese who were exhausted and worn were beaten or kicked and all this lasted 

over a month”.1092 

 

Japanese Peruvians being transported to US Army 
Internment camps, April 1942 (Photo: US Signal 
Corps)1093 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the Japanese held in the camps in the Canal Zone were evacuated to the US, the 

camps were reused to house Peruvian Japanese internees1094, who had been detained and 

summarily deported, with the first ship of civilian deportees leaving Callao, near Lima in 

April 1942, carrying Germans, Japanese and Italians1095.   

 
1092  http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/ 
1093  Oddly, while the Peruvian government severed diplomatic relations with Japan in January 1942, it did 
not actually declare war until 1945 when Allied victory was imminent: 
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&ar
ticle=1186&context=twlj 
1094  There had been Japanese immigrants in Peru since 1899, welcomed as labour in the expanding cotton 
and sugar plantations. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270 
1095  In May 1940, about 600 Japanese homes and businesses in Lima and Callao were attacked and looted.  
Despite such tensions most Japanese Peruvians were, by this time, deeply rooted in Peru, and the 1940 
census reported 17,598 Japanese immigrants and 8,790 Peruvians citizens of Japanese descent, at least 40% 
of whom were women and children: 
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&ar
ticle=1186&context=twl   

http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2018/4/26/japanese-internment-panama/
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-31295270
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twl
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twl
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Japanese migrants gather in Lima, Peru, in December 1941 
(Museum of Japanese Immigration to Peru/AP Photo)1096 

Like the Panama-based Japanese before them, it is said that these new occupants spent 

several days or months in confinement, and were forced to work without pay to clear 

jungle and construct living quarters amid the heat and the pouring rains1097.   

 

Many who were Japanese citizens had lived in Peru for decades, some for over 40 years, 

and a number had wives and children who were Peruvian citizens.  In 1943, President 

Prado sought US help in permanently removing all Peruvians of Japanese descent.  Indeed, 

In July 1942, the US Ambassador told Washington that President Manuel Prado remained 

“very much interested [in] the possibility of getting rid of the Japanese in Peru”, and asked 

about “additional shipping facilities from the United States”.1098 

 

 
1096  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-
523711  
1097  Ibid. 
1098  Ibid. 

https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
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The last ship transporting Japanese Peruvians out of Peru landed in New Orleans on 21 

October 1944.1099  

 

When they disembarked in New Orleans, members of the US military led them off the ship 

at gunpoint and forced the internees to strip naked and be sprayed with the insecticide 

DDT (now classified as a carcinogen)1100. 

 

The Crystal City camp in Texas saw internees crammed into overcrowded cabins, not 

knowing if they would be sent back to Japan.  Guard towers rose above the 10-feet (3.05 

metres) fence that encircled the perimeter.  80 families could share one community 

bathhouse.  2 schools were set up by the government — one with classes in Japanese and 

another one with classes in English, even though neither language was commonly spoken 

in Peru.  More than 800 of those individuals seized from Latin America were reportedly 

exchanged with Japan for American hostages during the war.  Even after the war ended, 

the Crystal City internment camp was the last to close, on 27 February 19481101. 

 

There were 2 exchanges of “hostages” during the war, in 1942 & 1943.  The US had been 

anxious to arrange a third exchange of a further 1,500 prisoners, but the Japanese 

Government's interest seemed to wane as it learned of the US treatment of both Japanese 

Americans and Latin Americans, after the Spanish Embassy in October 1942 transmitted a 

protest from the Japanese Government denouncing the "inhuman treatment given the 

Japanese in Panama".  A Memorandum from the Spanish on 29 May 1944 protested the 

transfer of both Bolivian and Peruvian Japanese.1102 

 
1099https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1
&article=1186&context=twlj  
1100  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-
523711 
1101  Ibid. 
1102  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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Even with the end of the war, internees were not necessarily able to return to their 

former lives or the countries from which they had been removed.  When released from 

detention after the war, the US Government told the remaining 1,400 Japanese Latin 

Americans that they had entered the US illegally and had to leave. 

 

As mentioned earlier, many Japanese deported, via Panama, from Peru could not return 

and a number ended up in defeated, impoverished Japan – despite not knowing the 

country or perhaps even able to speak the language1103.  It is said that many Japanese 

tried to return to Peru, only to have their attempts rejected by Peru and, between 

November 1945 and June 1946, more than 900 were deported to war-torn Japan, but 

about 300 individuals remained to fight their case in the US1104.  

 

In 1945, delegates to the Mexico City Conference on the Problems of War and Peace 

agreed that "any person whose deportation was necessary for reasons of security of the 

continent" should be prevented from "further residing in this hemisphere if such 

residence should be prejudicial to the future security or welfare of the Americas".  This 

was followed by the US Presidential Proclamation in September that authorised the 

removal from the Western Hemisphere of enemy aliens "who are within the territory of 

the United States without admission under the immigration laws”.1105 

 
1103  It is claimed that, of the Latin American Japanese deported to the US, only around 100 were able to 
return to Latin America, whereas around 900 were sent to postwar Japan: 
http://www.campaignforjusticejla.org/history/ 
1104  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-
523711 
1105  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  

http://www.campaignforjusticejla.org/history/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
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Aerial view of Crystal City Internment Camp, 
Texas, c.1944-45 (University of Texas at San 
Antonio Libraries Special Collections) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

A Japanese American Joint Board (JAJB) 

had been established following the decision of the US Army in the Continental US to 

recruit soldiers for a segregated combat team from within the internment camps, and the 

decision of the War Relocation Authority (WRA) to encourage Japanese Americans in the 

camps to leave for jobs in the country's interior (and not reside, as many had, on the US 

West Coast).  All those over 17 years old were required to complete a questionnaire 

asking about certain aspects of their national, educational, financial, religious, and cultural 

backgrounds.  The JARB processed the data and produced findings on the loyalty or 

disloyalty of individuals seeking to leave one of the camps, join the military, or work in an 

industry doing sensitive war work1106. 

 

While some internees had been repatriated back to their Axis home countries during the 

war, there remained concerns about those who had been leaders of anti-American 

activities, or whose businesses had been taken over or replaced by others.  In his 

September 1945 proclamation, President Truman authorised the (forced) repatriation of 

“dangerous" alien enemies deported to the US during the war.  Those who had been 

deported to the US, including around 18,00 Peruvian Japanese1107, were now to be treated 

as illegal aliens.  

 
1106  https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_American_Joint_Board/  
1107  There were also substantial numbers from Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, El Salvador, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, and Venezuela: http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/  

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_American_Joint_Board/
http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
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However, there were some internees who managed to win court cases against the US 

Government, which was embarrassing, as was the fierce criticism of the judge in one 

particular case1108.  Furthermore, some Latin American states wanted their German 

residents (or at least some of them) back. 

Internees being deported back to Japan board a 
ship in Seattle, 24 November 1945 (US National 
Archives) 
 

 

In September 1947, over 2 years after the 

end of the war, the last of the Latin 

American German internees were ordered 

to be released. 

 

 

MORE ON THE PERUVIAN JAPANESE 

 

In 1899, the Sakura Maru had brought the first 790 Japanese immigrants to Peru, landing 

in the port of Callao, just outside Lima.  Peru then welcomed Japanese labour, especially 

for its expanding cotton and sugar plantations.  By 1923, when the labour contracts were 

abolished, emigration companies had brought 17,764 Japanese workers to Peru and the 

following years saw Japanese workers continue to migrate independently.   

 

Rural contract labourers eventually leased land for themselves or moved to the cities, 

where they became household servants, accumulated some capital and eventually 

opened barber shops, grocery stores, restaurants and other commercial ventures.  

However, the success of the Japanese immigrants generated resentment that, intensified 

 
1108  For example, Helmuth Sapper, who had been removed from Guatemala, won his case in December 
1945: https://gaic.info/sapper-story/  

https://gaic.info/sapper-story/
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by the depression of the 1930s, led to the official government programme to 'Peruvanize' 

economic activity aimed principally at eliminating Japanese interests and enterprises. 

 

The US Embassy in Lima reported that by the early 1940s Japanese entrepreneurs 

controlled large percentages of the barber shops, bakeries, poultry farms, machine shops 

and glass dealers.  They made most of the buses in Lima, were "prominent" in the 

manufacture of rubber products, hosiery and hats, and were known as the best plumbers, 

carpenters and florists and produced 12.5% of Peru's cotton.1109  

 

Peru had briefly considered developing an internment programme of its own but decided 

instead to deport its Japanese to the US.  

 

The Peruvian Government severed diplomatic relations with Japan in January 1942, but 

did not declare war until 1945 when Allied victory was imminent. 

 

In early 1942, the US had proposed repatriating all Axis government officials from the 

Latin American republics through the US, ignoring Peru's request to also take "Axis non-

official women and children and men not of military age or known to have engaged in 

subversive activities".1110 

 

The Peruvian police arrested Japanese men without warning, often in pre-dawn raids on 

their homes. In many cases the men were given no time to gather personal items or notify 

their families. They were generally held in local jails, then turned over to US authorities. 

No charges were filed and no hearings held.1111  

 

 
1109  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1110  Ibid. 
1111  Ibid. 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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Why did the United States go to so much trouble and expense to detain, transport and 

incarcerate nearly 2,000 Japanese Peruvians who were known to be of no danger to 

hemispheric security?  It has been suggested that – 

• US officials may have thought that catering to anti-Japanese sentiment was an 

easy way to obtain Peru's cooperation in the war effort; and 

• US authorities wanted to have Japanese Latin American civilians in their possession 

and control not because these civilians posed any threat but because the US 

wanted hostages to barter for American citizens held in Japanese-occupied 

territories.1112 

 

Problems could have been avoided had the US accepted a Japanese proposal in the early 

days of the war to exchange non-officials "without limit as to their number and without 

question of their usefulness for the prosecution of the war".  Instead, the US pursued a 

policy of creating reserves of hostages for exchange.1113 

 

While the Japanese Peruvians who had been abducted at the behest of the State 

Department were informed by INS officials on arrival into the US that their entry into the 

US was "illegal".  This Kafkaesque sleight of hand foreshadowed the problems that the 

internees would face both at the end of the war and much later when applying for 

reparations under the Civil Liberties Act of 19881114. 

 

In April 1942, the first ship, the Etolin , left Callao with 141 Japanese males on board. 

Nearly all of the deportees were either unmarried or had spouses in Japan and only 1 

deportee was a Peruvian citizen.   The ship picked up Japanese deportees from Colombia 

before heading for San Francisco.  Only a few of these deportees had been on the FBI 

 
1112  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1113  Ibid. 
1114  Ibid. 
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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"Proclaimed List".  It is said that the Japanese on this first trip likely believed that they had 

signed up for repatriation to Japan, not internment in the US. 

 

Subsequent trips were made by 3 other ships, which transported Japanese Peruvians from 

Peru to Panama.  These detainees were eventually taken to New Orleans and taken by 

train to internment camps in Texas.  

 

By January 1943, the US Department of Justice could no longer ignore the fact that the US 

was interning people who neither posed a security threat nor, as Peruvian citizens, were 

even enemy aliens.  The Japanese Latin American internees were held by the INS, under 

Justice Department jurisdiction, rather than by the War Relocation Authority (WRA) that 

had been established to oversee the incarceration of Japanese Americans.1115 

 

In July 1943, Albert Clattenberg of the State Department, after visiting 3 camps in the US, 

noted that the physical facilities, except the permanent buildings at one (that at 

Seagoville), were significantly worse than those at a US POW camp he had visited in 

Europe.  He worried that the poor conditions in the camps endangered the well-being of 

Americans that were being held by Axis governments and warned that "our Americans in 

Europe stand in momentary danger of ruthless retaliation”.1116 

 

In October 1944, the final transport carried twice as many women and children as adult 

men, a stark contrast first group in April 1942.  These "voluntary internees", as the women 

were called, had hoped to reunite with their families in the US. 

 

The last ship transporting Japanese Peruvians arrived in New Orleans on 21 October 1944 

and, by that time, well over 2,000 people had been taken from their homes and their 

 
1115  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1116  Ibid. 
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj


548 
 

homelands and interned in US camps - many of them snatched from their beds or arrested 

without warning at work or in meetings; with others "volunteering" to be repatriated to 

Japan because conditions had become so difficult in Peru and others "volunteering" in 

order to reunite with their families.1117 

 

Japanese Latin Americans had lodged their complaints with the Spanish Embassy in the 

US, the designated "protecting power" for the Japanese. Many of the requests, especially 

later in the war, concerned the reunification of families, as the US Justice Department had 

originally sent males and females to different camps, although Crystal City was known as 

the "family internment camp" and in 1948, was the last of the camps to close.  

  

Girls playing by barracks in Crystal City Internment Camp, c.1943 (Institute of Texan Cultyes, USTA) 

 

Peru's decision to cooperate with the US during World War 2 is said to be a result of 

President Manuel Prado's calculated efforts to cultivate favour at home and abroad. By 

riding the wave of anti-Japanese animus in Peru, Prado fostered a lucrative wartime 

relationship with the US.  Peru secured US loans to finance its first steel processing plant 

during World War 2, and was among the leading recipients of lend-lease aid in South 

America.  In exchange, Peru permitted the US to operate an air base at Talara, a strategic 

 
1117  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
 

https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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location and the westernmost city in all of mainland South America, that US officials had 

hoped would defend against sea-borne attacks to the Panama Canal.  

 

Postwar, Peru refused to accept responsibility for its participation in the deportation-internment 

program, and the first few Japanese Peruvians to return in November 1945, faced a hostile 

environment. No more than 80 Japanese Peruvians returned and only those with Peruvian 

citizenship were permitted to enter.  Ultimately, Peru agreed only to the return of those who 

were born in Peru (the Nisei), naturalised citizens and those who were married to 

Peruvians.1118 In fact, Peru continued to prohibit Japanese immigration well into the 1950s. 

 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/ 

See also: https://jlacampaignforjustice.org/photo-library/ 

 

THE BATTLE FOR JUSTICE IN THE US INTO THE 21st CENTURY1119 

 

“I cannot begin... even to call the role of our maimed, mutilated, and missing civil 

liberties, but the United States, more than two years after the war, is holding in 

internment some 293 naturalized Peruvians of Japanese descent, who were taken 

by force by our State and Justice Departments from their homes in Peru”.  

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, December 19471120 

 

On 17 May 2021, Politico Magazine published an article on “America’s Forgotten 

Internment”, pointing out that 2,200 Latin Americans of Japanese descent were kept in 

 
1118  Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
1119  https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-
523711  
1120 Justice Held Hostage: US Disregard for International Law in the World War II Internment of Japanese 
Peruvians - A Case Study by Natsu Taylor Saito (Boston College Third World Law Journal, Vol.19, September 
1998): https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj  
 

https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Japanese_Latin_Americans/
https://jlacampaignforjustice.org/photo-library/
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1186&context=twlj
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camps in the US during World War 2 and that, even in 2021, they were still seeking 

redress. 

 

It began by relating the story of one resident of California in 2017, who had been brought 

to the US in 1944 as a 13-year-old, having lived in Lima, Peru, having been born there and 

being a Peruvian citizen.  His grandparents had emigrated from Japan to Peru1121.  On 1 

March 1944, police had detained the family1122 and handed them over to US authorities, 

to be taken as prisoners on a ship bound for New Orleans, a 21-day journey, and thence to 

Camp Crystal in Texas.  He said in 2017 that they had been told that they were being held 

as candidates for a hostage exchange programme. 

 

In 1988, the Civil Liberties Act had awarded US citizens and permanent residents who 

were of Japanese origin $20,000 each, together with a formal apology.  However, those 

from Latin America were not eligible for this compensation scheme1123. 

 

The former 13-year-old boy eventually died in 2018 in California, after many decades 

living in the US as a farmworker, an undocumented immigrant, an Army draftee and, a US 

citizen from 1970.  It was 2 years after his death that a report from the OAS Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights declared that the US had violated his right to 

equality under the law when it excluded him, as well as his brothers, from the 1988 

reparations programme. 

 

 
1121  Sometime in late 1942, his grandparents became part of the first group of Japanese Latin Americans to 
be detained and taken to Texas: https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-
us-war-hostages-history-523711   
The grandparents were among some 800 detainees exchanged for US citizens during the war, and the family 
never saw them again. 
1122  In 1944, having seen the US ships arriving in port, his father did what others had done and went into 
hiding.  When the Peruvian police came to the family’s house, the mother refused to reveal her husband’s 
location, so she was taken to jail instead, with her 11-year-old daughter.  However, the rest of the family 
soon surrendered, and were taken into custody. 
1123  They later received some compensation through a court settlement in 1998, but the sum was so much 
lower ($5,000) and the apology seen as being so formulaic that some decided not to accept. 

https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2021/12/05/japanese-latinos-us-war-hostages-history-523711
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The OAS report made 2 recommendations – 

• reparations, including monetary compensation; and 

• full disclosure of any information the US Government had relating to the 

internment of Japanese Latin Americans. 

 

The US Government did not respond to the report initially, but in 2021 the State 

Department pointed out that the US had not ratified the 1969 convention that had 

created the OAS Commission – and hence any recommendations made by it were not 

binding on the US Government1124. 

 

  

 
1124  However, the Commission had said in its report that it had analysed the legal claims under the OAS 
Charter, which the US had ratified in 1951. 
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Chapter 32 

CARIBBEAN DEFENSE COMMAND AND ARMY COMMANDS 

 

In existence from 1941 to 1947, the Caribbean Defense Command (CDC) was tasked with 

protecting the Panama Canal, the Canal Zone, and all its access points, as well as 

defending the region from Axis aggression and setting up a series of US bases throughout 

the Caribbean from which to project US military power after World War 2.   Combining the 

Panama Canal and Puerto Rico Departments, its headquarters were at Quarry Heights, 

near Balboa and Panama City, and utilised the underground facility built into the side of 

Ancon Hill. 

 

Its establishment on 10 February 1941 was effectively brought about by the war, and the 

need for it resulted from the presence of the Canal and the Canal Zone.  Like the 

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

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

progress of the war saw to it that the original mission of the Command was quickly 

rendered moot1125. 

 

On 9 September 1941, the mission of CDC was revised, being expanded to be “to defend 

the Panama Canal and all outlying bases and stations in the Panama Sector for attacks by 

land, sea and air”.1126  

 

A Joint Operations Center was established on 17 December 1941, with an Air Task Force 

added on 22 December, under the commanding general of the Sixth Bomber Command.  

The Air Task force was to include all US Army Air Corps (USAAC) bombers in the Panama 

sector, plus all US Navy patrol bombers in the Panama Naval Frontier, for the purpose of 

 
1125  A History of the United States Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947) by Cesar A. Vasquez, a 
dissertation (Florida International University) 2016: 
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1126  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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aerial patrol and reconnaissance and to attack any force detected in either the Atlantic or 

Pacific approaches.   

 

Formation of the Air Task Force initially left the Caribbean areas largely to naval forces, as 

both USAAC and Navy aviation operations were concentrated on the Pacific approaches, 

which were thought potentially more vulnerable.  Indeed, the Army was convinced the 

greater danger came from the Pacific and thus that there was a need to concentrate 

forces on that side.  However, the Navy considered the submarine threat on the Atlantic 

approaches and Caribbean sea routes to be greater.1127 

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

sufficient to supplant the Canal altogether should the latter become completely 

inoperable1128.  It has been said that the railways along the isthmus would have been 

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

higher price and, in retrospect, this and the enormous and rapid expansion of the US naval 

fleets rendered the Canal less of a strategic asset than a symbolic, diplomatic, and 

economic one1129.   

 

 
1127  Ibid. 
1128  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1129  The Big Ditch: How America Took, Built, Ran, and Ultimately Gave Away the Panama Canal by Noel 
Maurer and Carlos Yu (Princeton University Press) 2011. 

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

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

training1130, grew in importance1131. 

 

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

situation on the ground meant that naval and air power was also needed to properly 

protect it, and hence required the coordination of the (often rival) services1132.  Though 

the CDC would never quite function as well as intended, it would serve as a prototype 

unified command which would deal jointly with the different branches of the services 

(mostly Army and Navy) in a manner that would later be adopted throughout the US 

military. 

 

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

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

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

Washington1133. 

 

CDC formed a triangle, with Panama, the Puerto Rico sector to the north and the Trinidad 

sector to the east – meaning the latter 2 sectors were to be defended areas through which 

any attack on the Canal would have to pass. 

 
1130  In November 1944, CDC began to establish additional training resources to assist the efforts of Latin 
American republics to “mold their individual military groups into well-functioning and efficient organizations 
patterned after the general principles of the United States Army” (per CDC Training Memorandum Number 
1, Training Directive Training Year 1945). 
1131  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1132  It helped perhaps that, at the time, the Air Force was a part of the Army, as the US Army Air Corps (the 
US Army Air Force from 1941); the US Air Force not being created as a separate service until 1947.  The 
other elements of the US defence structure, the US Marine Corp and the US Coast Guard both came under 
the auspices of the US Navy (the latter in wartime, being a part of the US Treasury in peacetime). 
1133  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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General Frank M Andrews, who had been the first airman on the War Department General 

Staff, organised and led the Panama Canal Air 

Force, later the Caribbean Air Force, 1940-41, this 

becoming the prototype for future overseas 

numbered air forces.  He was promoted on 18 

December 1941 to head the new Caribbean 

Defense Command, which also became the model 

for other overseas theatre commands.   

 

He was the first air officer to head a joint war-

fighting command overseas, and went on to 

become US Theatre commander in the Middle East 

1942-43, and overall commander of the US European Theatre of Operations in February 

1943.  However, he died in May 1943 in the crash of a B-24 Liberator along the Icelandic 

coast.  Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland is named in his honour1134.1135 

 

For more on General Andrews and the establishment of the Command, see below. 

 

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

downgraded repeatedly and restructured several times throughout 1943, with its 

Commanding General spending much of his time working on political-military relations  

with Latin American nations rather than purely military issues1136.  Toward the end of 

1943, the Command had already begun functioning as a more bureaucratic entity than a 

purely military one.   

 

 
1134  https://www.nationalaviation.org/our-enshrinees/andrews-frank/  
1135  For more on his achievements, see: https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-
27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf  
1136  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://www.nationalaviation.org/our-enshrinees/andrews-frank/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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In April 1943, the War Department had reduced the Caribbean Defense Command, to the 

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

minor attacks".  

 

Under the US Army's RAINBOW 51137 plan as revised to November 1941, it had been 

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

Defense Category B, which under the current definitions meant that they might be 

subjected to minor attacks.  Army activity under this category would have been limited to 

a partial manning of harbour defence installations.   

 

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

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

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

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

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

immediate outlook along the particular frontier.  The Continental USA frontiers remained 

under Category C until April 1943, but during December 1941 both East and West Coasts - 

and during the first half of 1942 the West Coast in particular – had received attention well 

beyond what Category C specifications required1138. 

 

In Panama in April 1943, with the defence status downgraded from Defense Category “D” 

to “B” status, there was a corresponding reduction in the number of patrol tracks 

expected to be flown each day1139.  

 
1137  The 5 Rainbow plans officially replaced the colour-named war plans of the 1920s and 1930s in 1939 
(including Plan Orange, which anticipated war with Japan – see below).  Rainbow 5, which was destined to 
be the basis for US strategy, assumed that the US was allied with Britain and France and provided for 
offensive operations by US forces in Europe, Africa, or both: 
https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up  
1138 United States Army in World War II: The Western Hemisphere, Guarding the United States and Its 
Outposts by Stetson Conn, Rose C. Engelman, and Byron Fairchild (Center of Military History, US Army), 
1961: https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-4.html  
1139  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-4.html
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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CDC commander, Lieutenant General 
George Brett boarding his B-17B 
“The Swoose” in Panama in 1943 
 
 

General Brett became 

Commanding General of the 

Command in 1943.   

 

General Brett had personally 

“adopted” a B-17B called The 

Swoose, as his own private 

transport. The Swoose would 

fly him around the region 

during most of his time as 

commander, and he was able 

to use it effectively as a means 

of propaganda allowing 

foreign leaders to travel with him, and reportedly even allowing the Presidents of Cuba 

and Nicaragua to fly as co-pilots during “good neighbour” visits - it was eventually 

transferred to the care of the National Museum of the US Air Force. 

 

General Brett’s appointment to the Command came following some unpleasantness that 

occurred in the Pacific theatre after he (unintentionally) upset General Douglas 

MacArthur.   

 

Brett was in command of US forces in Australia when the Philippines had surrendered to 

the Japanese and Washington had ordered MacArthur to head to Australia to become 

Supreme Allied Commander in the Pacific.  Knowing that MacArthur was not fond of flying 
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and would not travel in anything but the best aircraft, he tried to arrange for the best 

possible aircraft the Army had at their disposal, a B-17 bomber.  

 

These were in short supply and, of the 4 that Brett was able to secure to ferry MacArthur 

and his party (which included his family), 2 were ruled out due to mechanical problems 

and were unable to make the trip, and another ran out of fuel mid-flight en-route to pick 

up MacArthur, forcing the pilot to ditch and costing the life of 2 crewmembers.   

 

The single B-17 that arrived and was available to make the trip was an older, very worn 

unit with an inexperienced crew.  The result was that MacArthur refused to use the 

aircraft.  MacArthur, already in a foul mood over being ordered to leave the Philippines, 

took personal offence and assumed animosity on Brett’s part for being replaced as 

commander in Australia.   Although another, new B-17 were eventually secured for the 

flight, the damage had been done.  MacArthur sent a formal request to have Brett 

removed.  Fortunately for Brett, General George Marshall, the Army Chief of Staff, was a 

close friend of his and was reluctant to replace him.  Although MacArthur was eventually 

successful in getting Brett removed from the Pacific theatre, it was done without any real 

suggestion that he had failed in his mission1140. 

 

Until as late as 1943, the US maintained a long-distance striking force as part of the 

Caribbean Defense Command (meaning parachute troops and airborne infantry) intended 

for potential use elsewhere in the Central or South America or in the Caribbean.  This 

force also undertook training in Panama.  There is more on this Striking Force in the 

Chapter on ground forces. 

 

As we have seen, 1943 appears to have been the time of the turning of the tide, at least 

insofar as the Caribbean Defense Command and the threats and active involvement of the 

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

 
1140  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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for the Command and its assigned area of responsibility as an active theatre of war.  

Although defence of the Canal remained the top priority for the Command, the need to 

protect both military and commercial shipping had become the major concern around this 

time1141.   

 

The lack of activity in the Caribbean having led to the Command being downgraded, it to 

also be restructured several times throughout 1943.  It had a new Commanding General 

(this time from the USAAF) from the end of 1942, and this new commander spent much of 

his time working on political-military relations with Latin American nations rather than 

purely operational issues1142.  Toward the end of 1943, the Command had already begun 

functioning as a more of a bureaucratic entity than a purely military one. 

 

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

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

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

eliminate the long-distance striking force of the Command (mentioned above), as they 

had never been needed, and with the end of the war clearly in sight and with Axis 

aggression in the region either receding or never having materialised, it did not appear 

they ever would be during the conflict1143. 

 

In September 1944, the Command reverted to a pre-war alert status.  When the war in 

Europe ended in May 1945, Caribbean Defense Command strength was down to 

67,500.1144 

 

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

Harbor in December 1941, 39,000 by the end of December, and growing to 47,600 by the 

 
1141  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1142  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1143  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd  
1144  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
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end of January 19421145.   Panama garrison strength reached a peak of 119,000, but Army 

numbers had dropped to 91,000 by the end of 1943.1146 

 

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

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

The eventual successor to the CDC, following the Caribbean Command1147 - which existed 

1947-63 - was US Southern Command, which was established in 1963.  For its early 

existence US Southern Command was headquartered in the original CDC headquarters at 

Quarry Heights, and only moved to Miami in 1997 in anticipation of the handover of the 

Panama Canal and Canal Zone back to Panama at the end of 19991148. 

 

 

 
1145  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
1146  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
1147  Caribbean Command was initially tasked with responsibilities over the waterways and access points to 
the Panama Canal as well as all military forces throughout the region.  However, its area of responsibility 
(AOR) was steadily reduced so that, by 1963, it did not have any actual role in the Caribbean at all. 
1148  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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1149 

 

 COMMANDING OFFICERS DURING WORLD WAR 2  

 

Major General David L Stone (12 April 1937 – 7 January 1940); 

Lieutenant General Daniel Van Voorhis (7 January 1940 – 17 September 1941) 

Lieutenant General Frank M Andrews (17 September 1941 – 9 November 1942) 

Lieutenant General George H Brett (November 1942–October 1945) 

Lieutenant General Willis D Crittenberger (October 1945–November 1947) 

 

PANAMA CANAL ZONE AND US ARMY COMMANDS AND INSIGNIA 

 

The current US Army South derives its heritage from the Panama Canal – 

The Panama Canal Guard  operated 1907-17 and was involved in the early defence of 

the Canal, both before and after its opening in 1914. 

 
1149  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/charts/USA-WH-Guard-1.jpg  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/charts/USA-WH-Guard-1.jpg
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The Panama Canal Department  was the Army command established in 1917, as a 

separate geographic command, and was to survive 

until into World War 2. 

 

The Caribbean Defense Command  was formed on 10 February 1941, as the senior 

Army headquarters for the larger region and 

assumed control of Army, Army Air Corps and 

naval assets assigned to the region. 

 

The US Army Caribbean, as part of the US Caribbean Command  

was established on 15 November 1947, with the 

deactivation of the Caribbean Defense Command, 

and the reorganisation of the Army, Navy and the 

newly independent US Air Force.  After the failed 

Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961 and rumours 

of Soviet assistance to Cuba, the US enhanced the 

forces available in the Canal Zone in 1962. 

 

The US Army Forces Southern Command  became part of the new US Southern 

Command in 1963, which had replaced the former 

US Caribbean Command.  The new designation 

reflected the fact that its primary responsibility 

was in Central and South America, rather than in 

the Caribbean.  Forces in the Canal Zone saw 

changes, including a move of its headquarters from 

Amador to Fort Clayton, close to the Miraflores 

Locks. 
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US Army South, as a component of US Southern Command was activated as a major 

Army command in 1986, still with a headquarters 

at Fort Clayton.  These headquarters were the 

headquarters for the US invasion in December 

1989 – January 1990 (Operation Just Cause) as the 

headquarters of the Joint Task Force-South. 

 

US Southern Command  acquired unified command for all US military forces 

in the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico in June 1997 

(the area of responsibility excludes Puerto Rico and 

Mexico).  By this time a drawdown of US forces in 

the Canal Zone had begun, in preparation for a 

handover of control to Panama in 1999. 

 

US Southern Command  moved its headquarters from Fort Clayton in 1999, 

initially to Fort Buchanan in Puerto Rico, and then 

to Fort Sam Houston in Texas in 2002. 

 

In the wake of changes in response to the 9/11 attacks in 2001, in 2008 the US Army South 

and the US Sixth Army merged, with responsibility for operations anywhere in the area 

covered by US Southern Command.   

 

The “new, combined lineage and heraldry of the 2 historic organizations 

— one that played a pivotal role in the security of the Panama Canal and 

the broader region of Latin America and the Caribbean, and one that 

fought a series of famous battles in the Pacific theatre of the Second 

World War”.  Its insignia was based on that originally approved for the Caribbean Defense 

Command on 3 May 1944, and applied to the US Army Caribbean in February 1948, and 
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US Army Forces Southern Command in 1963.  It was reassigned for US Army South in 

1987.  

 

The white star was used on US and other Allied vehicles during 

World War 2 and became synonymous with America and the 

Allied cause.  However, by the 1990s, as a national symbol it 

faded in prominence when the US Army began painting it as 4-

inch black stars on vehicle bumpers instead of white stars on 

the hoods and sides.   

 

In 2006 a newer version with black, white and yellow elements 

(said to represent the components of gunpowder – charcoal, 

saltpetre and sulphur) was adopted as the official US Army logo. 

 

This shoulder sleeve insignia was originally approved for use by the Sixth 

Army in 1927.  The original design was cancelled and a new design 

approved on 10 January 1945.  It was later amended to change the 

background colour from olive drab to Army Green in 1960. 

https://www.arsouth.army.mil/About/History/ 

 

GENERAL ANDREWS AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CARIBBEAN DEFENSE COMMAND 

 

In 1941, the Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall appointed General Frank Andrews as 

theatre commander — the first airman to hold this position — giving him responsibility for 

the Caribbean Defense Command, which included Cuba, Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Isles, 

Trinidad, the Canal Zone, and the Galapagos Islands. 

 

https://www.arsouth.army.mil/About/History/
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He had served as Marshall’s G-3 officer1150 for a little more than a year before being 

directed to take command of air assets located within the Canal Zone.  He conducted an 

extensive 6,000-mile (9,656 km) inspection of air facilities throughout the theatre, 

conferring with area commanders to determine needed improvements. Although 

construction of bases remained on schedule, enhancements to the theatre’s 

communication grid lagged considerably due to bureaucratic paperwork and conflicts 

among the various sectors. Submitting his report to Lt Gen Daniel Van Voorhis, the theatre 

commander, on 18 February 1941. 

 

Andrews listed 7 principles – 

1. Deny establishment of hostile bases in the Western Hemisphere.  

2. Defeat adversaries by air action against their air assets and establishments.  

3. Oppose the operation of any hostile air force through the use of airpower.  

4. Operate against hostile land and naval forces that threaten vital US interests.  

5. Operate in close coordination with ground forces.  

6. Operate in close coordination with naval forces.  

7. Operate in lieu of or in support of naval forces when the fleet is not situated to 

operate effectively against enemy forces. 

 

This was seen as needing a unified command and control of all Army air assets in the 

Caribbean. 

 

He based the new Caribbean Air Force on the RAF model in the Battle of Britain. 

General Andrews also sought to emulate the Luftwaffe’s tactics in Norway in May 1940, 

and established the Army’s first air-mobile strike force, combining infantry with air 

transport to respond instantly with a substantial force to any attack.  See more on the 

Striking Force in the Chapter on ground forces. 

 

 
1150  Staff officer for operations and plans. 
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However, because Andrews and Van Voorhis did not have a good working relationship, 

Marshall requested that the latter relinquish command early and promoted Andrews to 

theatre commander of the Caribbean Defense Command. He took over command on 19 

September 1941. 

 

At the time, the Command was the largest one at the time that involved both ground and 

air troops.  In addition, Andrews’s assumption of command marked the first use of the 

policy of grouping all elements under an officer of a branch most likely to bear the brunt 

of operations in that area (in this case, the USAAC).  Finally, for the first time, an individual 

from the USAAC commanded a theatre.  Moreover, at no other time in US history had 

defensive operations included expansion to foreign countries. 

 

He restructured the Command by dividing it into 3 sectors: Panamanian, Puerto Rican, and 

Trinidadian.  The sector commanders were responsible for defence and training in their 

respective areas.  Recognising the requirement for a strong air defence in the face of 

impending war, he instituted fighter air patrols.  Aircraft patrolled frequently, especially 

on the Pacific side of the Canal Zone where he believed that attacks on the Canal would 

most likely occur.  He ensured the presence of anti-aircraft batteries on all the islands and 

requisitioned additional radar sets to cover the Pacific and monitor air traffic in Colombia. 

The communications problem was rectified so that area commanders could speak to one 

another and with headquarters.  This action established a communications grid spanning 

the distant islands, including countries in Latin America.1151 

 

  

 
1151  Air & Space Power Journal (May-June 2013): 
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf
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Chapter 33 

MUTINY ABOARD HMS LOTHIAN IN BALBOA IN 1943 

 

There was a mutiny aboard HMS Lothian while at Balboa in the Canal Zone on 1 

September 1944.  It resulted in the court martial of 3 seamen, held on 27 October to 19 

December 1944. 

 

HMS Lothian was a former cargo ship of 8,036 GRT and launched in 1938, as the MV City 

of Edinburgh1152, which was requisitioned by the Ministry of War Transport in 1939 for use 

in during World War 2 as a troop transport. 

 

 
MV City of Edinburgh 

 

In 1943 she was taken over by the Royal Navy and converted into a Landing Ship Infantry 

(Headquarters) ship1153 for operations in the Pacific and commissioned as HMS Lothian in 

September 1943. 

 
1152  Built by Cammell Laird, Birkenhead for the Ellerman City Line and completed August 1938.  It was for 
operations on the US – Australia – New Zealand route, on which route it was used until 1939. 
1153  Aka LSI(H). 
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On 3 August 1944, she sailed from the Clyde to New York, where the crew were denied 

shore leave due to work needing to be done aboard, and then on to Panama to transit the 

Canal. There was unrest in New York, with NAAFI stores being pilfered. 

 

She was said to be unsuitable for her planned use.  Her complement had increased from 

450 to 750, including several hundred RAF and Royal Corps of Signals specialists.  She had 

had poor ventilation and air conditioning, and even a lack of sufficient water.  These 

factors, together with deteriorating food all were factors making her unsuitable for use in 

tropical regions. 

 

These factors were made worse, it was said, by inexperienced officers, with minor 

infringements going unpunished. 

 

She reached Balboa on 1 September 1944 and the poor conditions aboard caused an 

armed mutiny (said to be the first in the Royal Navy since the 19th Century).   

 

When orders were piped on the afternoon of 1 September, confusion broke out, with men 

refusing to fall in.  Petty officers and then the first lieutenant tried to quell the unrest.  

Then one sailor was reported to be in possession of a rifle, and rumours spread of a a 

cache of small arms having been raided.  Angry seamen gathered on deck and pushed 

back gangway guards onto the jetty, about 30 of them gathering there. 

 

A detachment of armed Royal Marines was prepared and used to put down the mutiny. 
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Although no lives were taken, the short-lived mutiny of the H.M.S. Lothian on 

September 1, 1944, has received a fair amount of publicity. The conditions 

precipitating the mutiny were poor living conditions on the mess deck in a sweat-

box-like atmosphere and the treatment of the crew "like cattle. 

Mutiny in Force X by Bill Glenton (1986) 

 

17 men were court martialled and reduced to the ranks, with 6 others given extra duties 

and punishment drill.  Sentences were suspended (due to the lack of available jails or 

alternative ships) as the ship proceeded to the Pacific.  

 

She joined the US 7th Fleet at New Guinea on 29 September, was not used by the US 

forces, saw no combat, and returned to Sydney.  In February 1945, she served as a flagship 

for the Admiral controlling the merchant ships arriving to supply the British Pacific Fleet. 

After the surrender of Japan in August 1945, she was used to evacuate POW and civilians 

from Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai. 

 

In 1946 she was returned to her civil owners and used until 1961, when she was sold for 

scrap, being renamed the Castle Mount.  
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Arthur Razzell, a midshipman on HMS 
Lothian when it mutinied in Panama in 1944, 
with Dan Snow (2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today in 1944 the only Royal Navy of the Second World War took place. HMS 

Lothian was on its way to the Pacific and its unhappy crew refused orders in 

Panama. I once met Arthur Razzell who was onboard and 18 at the time. He told 

me how grim conditions on the overcrowded ship were 

Dan Snow, 1 September 2020 (Twitter) 
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Chapter 34 

MUSTARD GAS AND CHEMICAL DEFENCES OF THE CANAL 

 

In 2002, 8 intact bombs, some containing mustard gas, were found on San Jose Island, the 

largest of the Pearl Islands (Archipiélago de las Perlas) in the Pacific, south from Panama 

City1154.  The US agreed to dispose of them1155.  

 

The bomb casing of an expended 
chemical weapon found on the 

island1156 

 

 

These bombs were a product of 

a wartime initiative led by the 

US, and also involving Canada, 

on San Jose Island to 

investigate the use of chemical 

warfare munitions under tropical conditions.  Part of the plan was (incredible as it seems 

to modern minds) racist in nature, with the US Chemical Warfare Service1157 comparing 

the physical responses of Puerto Ricans and Caucasian Americans to mustard gas1158 – it 

being thought that there was a possibility that some racial groups were less sensitive to 

mustard gas.   African-American troops were also tested by the US Army elsewhere, as 

well as Japanese-American ones. 

 
1154  https://www.chemistryworld.com/news/us-to-clean-up-race-test-chemical-weapon-relics-on-panama-
island/3007758.article  
1155  A 6 September 2001 announcement by Panamanian government officials said that 7 intact weapons, 
including 500 lb and 1,000 lb phosgene bombs, M1A2 gas cylinders, and phosgene rockets, had been found 
on the island.  Panama immediately quarantined San Jose, closing down a newly built eco-tourist resort, 
Hacienda Del Mar, whose owners had been hoping to attract visitors to the island's white sand beaches and 
tropical rainforests: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014 
1156  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014  
1157  The Chemical Warfare Service was redesignated the Chemical Corps on 2 August 1946.  It had been 
established as a branch of the permanent military establishment in 1920. 
1158  Mustard gas damages DNA within seconds of making contact. It causes painful skin blisters and burns, 
and it can lead to serious, and sometimes life-threatening illnesses including leukaemia, skin cancer, 
emphysema and asthma. 

https://www.chemistryworld.com/news/us-to-clean-up-race-test-chemical-weapon-relics-on-panama-island/3007758.article
https://www.chemistryworld.com/news/us-to-clean-up-race-test-chemical-weapon-relics-on-panama-island/3007758.article
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
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The project began in January 1944, the Panamanian government having given its go-ahead 

for "chemical warfare tests" on San Jose1159 – an island that was uninhabited and relatively 

isolated, yet close enough to mainland Panama, some 60 miles (96.5 km) away, to be 

easily resupplied.1160  Army engineers arrived on the island to clear roads and an airstrip 

and construct the many buildings for operations and for housing the project would use. 

More than 400 enlisted men were stationed on the island by mid-1945, as well as nearly 

200 officers and civilians from the US, Panama and other countries1161.  Some 31,000 

mustard gas and phosgene bombs and other chemical weapons were detonated or 

dropped on the island as part of a test programme code-named “The San Jose Project”.1162 

 

Interestingly, while exposing troops, including Puerto Rican troops, to gas attacks on San 

José, prior to signing off the project the General Staff required a signed statement from 

the National Museum in Washington that the tests would not harm the rare animal, plant 

or reptile life on the island1163. 

 

The project on San Jose formally began on 6 January 1944 - 2 days after the Panamanian 

Government gave permission to conduct "chemical warfare tests" on the island.  Within 

 
1159  On 20 December 1943, the US Consul proposed to conduct "certain chemical warfare tests under 
existing jungle conditions" for 60-day renewable periods on San José Island. The agreement had to be made 
with both the Panamanian government and the island's private owners, a Panama City company called 
Huertematte & Co.  A rental fee of $15,000 a year was agreed.  The US also sought the Government’s 
consent to build trails and wharves and to incorporate the agreement into the 1942 base agreement: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
1160  Canada and Chemical Warfare 1939-1945, a thesis by Christopher R Paige (Submitted to the College of 
Graduate Studies and Research, University of Saskatchewan), 2009: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
Colonel Robert McLeod of the CWS, with a geologist from the University of Chicago had searched the coasts 
of Central America and the Galapagos islands looking for a suitable site in October 1943.  Interestingly, he 
had rejected the use of the penal island of Coiba in Panama as the presence of prisons might have 
“complicated our problems” (my wife’s uncle, an officer opposed to General Noriega, escaped from the 
island in the 1980s, when it was still a feared place – it only closed in 2004). 
1161  https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386  
1162  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014  
1163  United States Army in World War II: The technical services – The Chemical Warfare Service: Organizing 
for War by Leo P Brogby and George J S Fisher (Historical Division, Department of the Army, 1947). 

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
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days hundreds of Army engineers arrived on the island to clear roads and an airstrip and 

build the many buildings for operations and housing the project would use.  Many of the 

US Army troops were Puerto Rican soldiers1164. 

 

In May 1944, Canada’s director of chemical warfare had, not for the first time, raised the 

issue of obtaining human subjects for tests – these being in short supply, and the medical 

chief of the CWS confirmed that such human tests were essential for evaluating the 

effects of liquid and vapour agents.  If no human subjects were found, the Canadian 

insisted, then its military participation in the project at San José would be withdrawn.  The 

general heading the CWS consulted the Commanding General of the Panama Canal 

Department, General Brett, and they came up with idea of using the Puerto Rican troops 

then in Panama1165. 

 

It was said of San José that its “forests…most resemble in important details large areas of 

forest in Burma, Siam, Indo-China, Malaya, the Philippines and Formosa, and the 

woodland is similar to that of the Bonin and Luchu Islands [between Micronesia and 

Japan]”.1166 

 

By August 1944, 300 buildings, some 3 miles of 20-feet roadway, 109 miles of 10-feet 

roadway and 14 miles of foot trails by the Corps of Engineers.  In addition to US Army 

personnel, representatives were also present from the US Navy, British Army, Canadian 

Army, RCAF and the NRDC1167. 

 

 
1164  , The Chemical Warfare Service: Organizing for War by L P Brophy, and G J B Fisher (Washington), 1959: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf 
1165  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
1166  United States Army in World War II: The technical services – The Chemical Warfare Service: Organizing 
for War by Leo P Brogby and George J S Fisher (Historical Division, Department of the Army, 1947). 
1167  Ibid. 

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
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By July 1944, the installation’s organisation involved an administration director, a 

technical director, an intelligence officer, an advisory council and the chief of the Army 

Pictorial Division, Signal Corps, which made films of the project.1168 

 

One of the test projects carried out on San José was to determine whether there was any 

sensitivity of Puerto Rican and Continental US troops to “H Gas” (i.e. mustard gas)1169. 

 

General William Porter, the head of the US Army Chemical Warfare Service estimated in 

1944 that the entire Japanese garrison on Tarawa could have been eliminated with as 

little as 900 tons (816 tonnes) of mustard gas, compared to the 3,000 tons (2,721 tonnes) 

of high explosives that had been used, with such little effect1170. 

 

Even more appalling was the prospect revealed in a declassified plan to mount a massive 

poison gas attack on Japan which would start with the drenching of much of Tokyo with 

gas. The other 24 target cities were to include Yokohama, Osaka, Kobe, Nagoya, and 

Kyoto.1171 

 

In 2015, NPR in the US broadcast a 2-part radio documentary on the race-based testing of 

chemical weapons during the war1172.  It was then relatively unknown, having been a 

secret Army programme only declassified in 1993.  One hope had been that black and 

Puerto Rican troops, if they had more resistance to the gas, they could form the "ideal 

chemical soldier" - used on the front lines while white soldiers stayed back, protected 

from the gas.  Tests carried out included spraying of Puerto Rican troops in the Panama 

jungle from the air.  These tests had begun in August 1944 and, because African-

Americans were not allowed in front-line combat units at the time, it was decided to 

 
1168  United States Army in World War II: The technical services – The Chemical Warfare Service: Organizing 
for War by Leo P Brogby and George J S Fisher (Historical Division, Department of the Army, 1947). 
1169  Ibid. 
1170  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
1171  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
1172  60,000 US troops were involved in the testing:  https://www.npr.org/2015/06/22/415194765/u-s-
troops-tested-by-race-in-secret-world-war-ii-chemical-experiments  

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2015/06/22/415194765/u-s-troops-tested-by-race-in-secret-world-war-ii-chemical-experiments
https://www.npr.org/2015/06/22/415194765/u-s-troops-tested-by-race-in-secret-world-war-ii-chemical-experiments
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conduct tests on Hispanics, in the form of the Puerto Ricans.  Several tests were done to 

“determine if any difference existed in the sensitivity of Puerto Rican and continental US 

troops to H [mustard] gas”.1173 

 

It has been previously admitted that the US had an active chemical weapons programme 

in Panama from at least 1930 until 19681174.  From 1930 to 1946, the programme had 

focused on use in the defence of the Canal, but from 1943 until 1968, it changed emphasis 

to the testing of chemical munitions under tropical conditions – although, in early 1945, 

consideration was being given to the possible use of chemical weapons against Japan1175.  

 

Dozens of tons of mustard gas and phosgene were stockpiled at a number of sites in 

Panama, particularly from the 1930s to the 1950s.  Unused and dud chemical munitions 

were also abandoned in Panama, and more than 130 tests were conducted on San José 

Island alone between May 1944 and the end of 19471176. 

 

It is said that after the war ended in 1945 activity on the island relaxed somewhat, with 

USO entertainment being provided and officers’ wives allowed to reside on the island1177. 

 

 
1173  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014 
1174  https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386   
Testing continued elsewhere in Panama into the 1950s, and from 1953 to February 1957, the Tropical Test 
Team, a Chemical Corps unit that included 20 personnel, conducted tests of distilled mustard gas every 3 
months in Panama.  These tests were held on the mainland, not on San Jose.  In 1961, the Army conducted a 
larger-scale exercise in the Darien in 1961, with a further exercise in 1964.  Records indicate tests with nerve 
gas also took place in Panama in the 1960s.  US military has also acknowledged "limited, controlled 
laboratory testing of some tear gas agents" in Panama since 1979. 
1175  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014 
1176  “The remnants of the San Jose Project are everywhere. Rusted US Army tractors and unmarked metal 
drums lay abandoned near beaches.  A wharf, built to unload thousands of gallons of chemicals as well as 
bombs and other supplies, still juts out into one of the island's tranquil bays. The concrete skeleton of an 
American military chapel looks strangely out of place in the middle of the jungle”: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014  
1177  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003).  Note that Latinos were segregated from white troops in a theatre/cinema that had 
been built. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
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The experiments continued until 1946-47, until the Panamanian Government demanded a 

return of its territory (all the US bases in the Republic, not just that on San Jose).  At 

midnight on 23 December 1947, project leaders received orders from Washington to close 

the operation down. The military wanted the island cleared of all its chemicals and 

equipment in just 30 days.  By then, San Jose's workforce had grown to about 500 soldiers.  

Soldiers worked around the clock dismantling laboratories and burning down some of the 

buildings. Three barges full of leaking chemical weapons were taken out into the Pacific 

and the munitions dumped. The retreat from the island was a hurried affair1178. 

 

Chemical weapons are said to have been a component of US defence tactics from the 

Canal's early years – as, after all, when it first opened, during World War 1, gas was being 

regularly used by both sides.  General William Sibert, the US Army engineer who had 

designed the Gatun Locks in Panama, had commanded troops in France during World War 

1, had become an advocate of chemical warfare, and was made director of a newly 

consolidated Chemical Warfare Service in 1918 and, postwar, became a vocal proponent 

of the continued development of chemical weapons1179. 

 

In 1921, the Chemical Warfare Service was told (as were other parts of the Army) to draw 

up plans for defence of the Canal Zone amongst other US outlying possessions and the 

first chemical defence plans were drawn up in 1923 and would be updated every year 

until at least 1946.  The plan involved bombing with mustard gas the trails and routes that 

led inland from landing beaches on both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, spraying the 

beaches, and firing chemical mortars at military targets1180.   

 

In 1930, the Army had a chemical company of 2 officers and 77 men in the Canal Zone.  

There was also 30 tons of “persistent gas”, which had risen by 1940 to 84 tons of mustard 

 
1178  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014  
1179  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
1180  The Quarantine Division of the Panama Canal used a powerful, highly lethal type of cyanide gas to 
fumigate the holds of ships passing through the Canal. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014


577 
 

gas, 10 tons of phosgene, 800 phosgene shells, 900 Livens projectors1181, 647 chemical 

cylinders, and 2,377 4.2-inch mustard-charged mortar rounds1182.  Some of the munitions 

were stored in Camp Paraíso, Fort Clayton, Corozal Post, Albrook Field, Howard Field, Río 

Hato, France Field and Fort Gulick.  However, prior to the San José Project being 

established, most were stored at Cerro Tigre. 

 

Worryingly, it is reported that less information is available on the disposal of chemical 

munitions stockpiled or used in tests in Panama than on the tests themselves.  The San 

José post diary records that 2 barge shipments (other sources say 3 barges) took chemical 

munitions out to sea to be dumped at sea in 1947.  The military evacuation of the San José 

Project in early 1948 had been carried out with haste, on a 5-week deadline, with 

chemical munitions that the military still hoped to use being moved into the Canal Zone. 

 

For a time in the immediate postwar the Army had considered making the island into one 

of a planned series of testing sites around the world at which to test “material”.  Even 

when this idea was dropped, the Chemical Weapons Service assumed that the island 

would be retained as a permanent chemical weapons testing site.  In fact, a further 

shipment of mustard gas bombs reached the Canal Zone in March 1946, arriving by sea 

from New Orleans, in bulk containers from the Naval Mine Depot in Pennsylvania – to be 

taken to an unnamed location in Panama in 4 trucks1183. 

 

Today, San Jose (or Isla San José as it more properly known) remains privately-owned 

island, At the time of the 2000 census, it had a population of only 10, but is said to be 

home to thousands of wild pigs and deer. 

 

 
1181  A British design of a simple mortar-like weapon that could throw large drums filled with flammable or 
toxic chemicals. 
1182  https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386  
1183  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 

https://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/1386
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SOME NOTES ON THE CHEMICAL WARFARE SERVICE 1921-411184 

 

From 1921 to 1941, the mission of the CWS was the subject of almost continuous debate 

by the War Department General Staff (WDGS), with the CWS constantly having to defend 

its statutory position.  One of the questions most frequently asked was could the CWS be 

relieved of combat functions and have its activities limited to technical and supply duties 

and to defensive training. 

 

In 1924, the WDGS issued a statement saying that “Our peacetime preparations in 

chemical warfare will be based on opposing effectively any enemy employing chemical 

weapons”.  Note, however, that the chemical weapons stored in the Canal Zone were 

envisaged as being used at an attacker – dousing landing beaches, for example – who, it 

would seem, would have been unlikely to have been the first user of such weapons. 

 

From the mid- to late-1930s the CWS began a reorganisation in anticipation of another 

major war.  However, from 1922 to 19371185, the only toxins available were leftovers from 

World War 1, held in storage at a depot in the US, and a small quantity said to have been 

shipped to Hawaii in 1921.  Manufacture at the Edgewood Arsenal in the US was limited to 

defensive items, chiefly gas masks. 

 

After President Roosevelt issued his proclamation of a “limited national emergency” on 8 

September 1939, for the CWS procurement was said to have been affected more than any 

other function, particularly in its industrial mobilisation programme.  In the 

supplementary appropriations that were to follow saw unprecedented sums for the CWS, 

with 3 new arsenals joining the rehabilitated and extended Edgewood Arsenal.  From April 

 
1184  United States Army in World War II: The technical services – The Chemical Warfare Service: Organizing 
for War by Leo P Brogby and George J S Fisher (Historical Division, Department of the Army, 1947) 
1185 In 1934-35, the Secretary of War approved preparatory arrangements, facilities and training; and funds 
for the partial rehabilitation of the mustard gas plant at Edgewood Arsenal, for the manufacture of 50 tons 
of mustard gas and a 3-year programme for 4.2-inch chemical mortars.  The Army Appropriation Acts 1936 
and 1937 included funds for materials and chemical warfare gases. 
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1941, it also procured gas masks and raw materials for lend-lease supply to Britain.  From 

1937, more funds also flowed into research and development, and part of the work of the 

new National Defense Research Committee (NRDC), established in June 1940, would be to 

handle studies into bombs, fuses, gases and chemical problems.  The CWS also acquired a 

new laboratory on the campus of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

 

In the emergency period 1940-41, training was not seen as a top priority, as the training of 

chemical warfare troops for offensive use of gas was not seen as essential – such offensive 

use not being part of the current planning.  Defensive training did take place. 

 

Whereas previously, responsibilities for incendiary bombs had been divided between the 

Ordnance Department and the CWS, a War Department decision on 3 September 1941 

turned over all responsibilities for the incendiary bomb programme to the CWS. 

 

Between the wars, the question of biological warfare had attracted little interest in the 

CWS.  However, the late 1930s saw a change of attitude – reflecting developments in the 

science of bacteriology and air power.  By the 1940s, the threat was causing concern to 

both the armed forces and to non-military and scientific organisations.  By the time the US 
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entered the war a committee had been set up to survey the potential of biological 

warfare, and the Army had been giving considerations to preparations against such 

warfare.  In August 1941, a directive ordered the creation of a new Biological Division of 

the CWS, to carry out research. 

 

In common with other countries, in 1942 the War Department considered that the only 

real deterrent against the use of gas warfare was the fear of US retaliation.  A study 

making recommendations about the role and use of the CWS included that 1 battalion be 

provided for both Hawaii and Panama.  It also determined that it was likely that the USAAF 

would be the first arm to deploy gas, and hence it should receive first priority for chemical 

warfare troops. 

 

In March 1942, the CWS was engaged in a modest mobilisation intended to ensure that 

the Army had at least a limited degree of readiness.  At the same time, there were fears 

that an enemy would be able to undertake gas warfare before the US was able to properly 

defend itself or react.  Intelligence reports also involved rumours hinting more strongly at 

the possibility of gas warfare. 

 

While the Army Supply Program provided for 28 CWS battalions by 1944, by 1942 there 

were just 4 battalion, plus 3 separate chemical mortar companies (including one each in 

Panama and Hawaii). 
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MUSTARD GAS 

 

Mustard gas is an organic compound and has several other names both chemical and 

trivial, and may be synthesised by a number of methods.  Although the compound is 

commonly known as "mustard gas", it is a viscous liquid at ambient temperatures.  It is 

sparingly soluble in water but is very soluble in fat and oils, contributing to its rapid 

absorption into human skin1186.  It is one of a class of chemical warfare agents known as 

vesicants because of their ability to form vesicles, or blisters, on exposed skin1187.  

 

However, despites its use in World War 1, on the eve of World War 2 what was known 

about mustard agents (and Lewisite and many other agents for that matter) was not 

organised into a cohesive body of literature.  The clinical picture of the acute effects of 

exposure and some of the mechanisms of toxicity were well known and there were clear 

guidelines for treatment of casualties, but the treatments were solely palliative.  No 

effective ointments had been developed and nothing was available to prevent skin and 

lung damage.  Even less was known about the long-term effects.  

 

 
1186  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
1187  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236059/  

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236059/
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So unorganised was the scientific base concerning vesicants that, when the 1941 version 

of the US Army training manual for treatment of gas casualties1188 was prepared for use in 

treating expected casualties, it did not include the carefully documented long-term effects 

of exposure reported in studies in 1928 and 1933.1189 

 

THE CANADIAN PERSPECTIVE 

 

Chemical weapons from secret Canadian-US mustard gas program in Panama to be 

destroyed  

Headline in National Post, Canada, 18 July 2017 

 

A National Post article in 2017 said that scientists conducted race-based experiments on 

San Jose Island where they monitored how mustard gas affected the skin of blacks, Puerto 

Ricans, Japanese and Caucasians1190.  More than 30,000 chemical bombs were said to 

have been detonated on the island during the US-led programme.  One report indicated 

that there could be up to 3,000 bombs still intact and scattered in the jungles on San Jose.  

It also said that a Panamanian company had developed a small resort on a portion of the 

island, but that San Jose was temporarily closed down in 2001 after chemical weapons 

were found (but it was reopened so the Survivor reality TV series could film segments on 

the location’s white sandy beaches several years later). 

 

The newspaper reported that Canada was not participating in the disposal of the bombs, 

according to a Global Affairs Canada official, although Canada had supplied much of the 

mustard gas used in the programme as well as 1,000 bombs, according to Canadian 

Department of National Defence (DND) records.  Canadian chemical warfare specialists 

had helped design some of the tests and Canadian pilots took part in the bombing raids.   

 
1188  TM 8-285. 
1189  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236059/  
1190  https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-
program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236059/
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed
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A DND report noted that Canadian-made mustard gas might have still been on the island 

since the heavy metal shipping containers they were transported in were robust and 

would have survived over the decades.  Some bombs that did not detonate would also still 

contain mustard gas or other chemicals.1191 

 

THE EXPERIMENTS AND TESTS 

 

The experiments covered a wide range of scenarios.  Soldiers wearing backpacks outfitted 

with spray cylinders pumped chemicals into bunkers built to simulate Japanese 

fortifications. Rabbits and goats were tethered to wooden stakes and doused with 

mustard gas.  According to one of the workers, in one experiment a goat was so heavily 

contaminated its skin started to fall off.  Another experiment used goats to test the 

relative merits of Japanese and American gas masks. Doused with mustard gas, an 

unprotected animal and the animal wearing a Japanese mask quickly succumbed, but the 

goat outfitted with an American gas mask survived. 

 

The Chemical Warfare Service carried out 3 basic types of experiments with human 

subjects during the war –  

 

• Patch, or drop tests were the most common and were used to assess the efficacy of a 

multitude of protective or decontamination ointments, treatments for mustard agent 

and Lewisite burns, effects of multiple exposures on sensitivity, and the effects of 

physical exercise on the severity of chemical burns.  In addition, drop application of 

liquid mustard agents was commonly used in basic training to raise single blisters to 

impress upon the trainees the toxicity of these agents and the need for immediate 

responses to any orders to don gas masks. 

 
1191  https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-
program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed  

https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed
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• Chamber tests of various types were conducted to test the effectiveness of protective 

clothing, all of which had been impregnated with chemicals to retard vapor 

penetration.  Some such chamber tests were undertaken on San Jose.   

 

 

• Field tests involved the contamination of large or small areas of land with mustard gas 

or Lewisite. Human subjects were used in field tests to test protective clothing, to 

monitor the effects of the agents on animals in the test sites, and to take 

measurements of agent concentrations in soil and water samples.1192  

 

Throughout the experiments, scientists sampled vegetation to see how long mustard gas 

remained potent.  “What we were really interested in was whether the dense jungle 

canopy would alter the effectiveness of mustard,” recalled Eugene Reid, a former captain 

in the US Chemical Warfare Service and one of the few remaining San Jose Project 

participants, who concluded that the mustard remained “very effective”. 

 

US and Canadian aircraft dropped mustard gas bombs on specific ground targets, after 

which troops clad in protective clothing were ordered to march through the contaminated 

area.  In some cases, patches were cut out of the soldiers' protective suits to expose their 

skin to the gas. 

Panama: Bombs on the Beach (Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists), July 20021193 

 

POSTSCRIPT 

 

In 1965, the American multimillionaire Earl Tupper (of Tupperware fame) bought the 

island with the idea of eventually developing a resort.  Tupper never built his resort1194, 

 
1192  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236059/  
1193  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014  
1194  After one of his workers was burned in 1974, his son contacted an explosives removal company.   

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK236059/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
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and the island was eventually turned over to the Probst family, which had worked for the 

multimillionaire.  Tupper had requested certification from the US State Department that 

there was no danger to people, life or health in the waters around the Island, but it never 

did1195. 

 

Development plans were put on hold until the early 1980s, when a group of investors 

from Florida came up with the idea of building a casino.  However, that plan was scrapped 

in the early stages of construction when a bulldozer unearthed a rusting canister of 

unknown origin1196. 

 

A series of US Army films are available about San Jose and the gas and chemical tests 

carried out there during World War 2: 

https://www.criticalpast.com/video/65675060515_jungle_site-for-chemical-warfare-

tests_United-States-Army_jungle-conditions 

 

An unidentified 
Canadian soldier with 
burns caused by 
mustard gas gets 
treatment.  
PHOTO BY LIBRARY 
AND ARCHIVES 

CANADA/CP1197 

 

 

 

 

 
1195  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
1196  https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014  
1197  https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-
program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed  

https://www.criticalpast.com/video/65675060515_jungle_site-for-chemical-warfare-tests_United-States-Army_jungle-conditions
https://www.criticalpast.com/video/65675060515_jungle_site-for-chemical-warfare-tests_United-States-Army_jungle-conditions
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.2968/058004014
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/chemical-weapons-from-secret-canadian-u-s-mustard-gas-program-in-panama-to-be-destroyed
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In November 1952, a US Army Chemical Corps Tropical Test Team arrived in the Canal 

Zone, followed in the subsequent months by more than 7 tons of chemical agents shipped 

from Mobile, Alabama.  Between February 1953 and February 1957, the Team conducted 

tests using distilled mustard gas at Curundu in the Canal Zone, with the materials stored in 

a large, open building in Cerro Tigre, with munitions stored nearby.  There was what was 

described (in a 1956 report) as a “chemical demolition area” on the nearby Chiva-Chiva 

Trail, and suggestions of the exploding of chemical mines and references to a “toxic gas 

building” used for testing of toxic gases and liquids.1198 

 

On 11 June 1957, a shipload of projectiles containing sarin nerve agent was unloaded in 

the Canal Zone.  351 shells, each containing 2 lb (0.45 kg) of sarin were tested by leaving 

them exposed to the tropical environment, with regular checks of the agent in the shells.  

Another test involved storing gas masks in tropical conditions for periods between 2 and 

52 weeks, before exposing them to live CK cyanide gas to evaluate any deterioration in 

effectiveness1199. 

 

Other reports in the 1950s include stories of defoliant being used on Flamenco Island, 

causing the death of thousands of fish.  In 1961, the Chemical Corps undertook an exercise 

codenamed Swamp Fox I, primarily in the Darién Province near the Colombian border.  

This involved firing live CN tear gas grenades into the jungle.1200 

 

In 1962, the Army established a research and development office in Panama, which in 

1964 became the US Army Tropic Test Center.  It acquired land for its use from both the 

Army and the Navy, eventually using 55 sites, with all but one in the Canal Zone.  The one 

site that was outside the Canal Zone was the airbase at Rio Hato.  There were tests 1964-

68, said to involve VX nerve gas mines, rockets and projectiles and sarin-armed rockets; 

 
1198  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
1199  Ibid. 
1200  Ibid. 
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these environmental tests involved seeing how different climates affected materials, and 

did not necessarily involve use of firing of any weaponry.  Among the weapons tested 

were M23 mines, which contained the VX nerve agent1201, with 24 delivered to the Canal 

Zone in 1964.  Some mines were exploded on the beach near Fort Kobbe (and the town of 

Veracruz) – the incoming seawater relied upon to neutralise the agent.1202 

  

 
1201  5 inches high and 13 inches in diameter 12.7 x 33 cm), these contained 10 lb (4.5 kg) of VX – enough for 
a theoretical half-million lethal doses. 
1202  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
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Chapter 35 

PANAMA AND PUERTO RICAN TROOPS 

 

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

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

Puerto Rico1203.  At the start of 1943 there were approximately 17,000 Puerto Ricans in 

the US Army, including the 65th Infantry Regiment, and all of them were stationed either 

in Puerto Rico itself or in the US Virgin Islands1204.   

 

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

1917, the Porto Rico Regiment was sent to Panama for the defence of the Canal Zone1205. 

 

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

troops were increasingly being sought to supplant forces being removed from the 

Caribbean Defense Command and the increased use of Puerto Rican troops exposed an 

attitude toward these troops that would not be compatible with modern sensitivities.   

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

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

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

 
1203  One has to remember that the Aria Madrid administration had been particularly nationalistic and had 
adopted racist and antisemitic overtones and policies – most of which continued to be adopted by the 
successor administration. 
1204  Interestingly, in 1917 the US had hurriedly acquired the Danish Virgin Islands, to counter a possible flaw 
in the canal's defences, by ensuring they were not obtained by Imperial Germany.  The US paid $25 million 
in gold.  President Woodrow Wilson and his Secretary of State Rober t Lansing had feared that 
Germany might annex Denmark and then be launch attacks the islands.  
During World War 2, it has been estimated by the Department of Defense that 65,034 Puerto Ricans served 
in the US military; and as the induction of Puerto Ricans into the armed forces increased many were 
assigned to units in the Canal Zone and the British West Indies to replace the Continental US troops serving 
in regular Army units.  The military did not keep statistics with regard to the total number of Hispanics who 
served in the regular units of the Armed Forces, only of those who served in Puerto Rican units. 
1205  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-
throughout-us-military-history/  
US Citizenship had been imposed upon Puerto Ricans as a result of the 1917 Jones-Shafroth Act (the Puerto 
Rican House of Delegates had rejected US citizenship) and were expected to serve in the military: 
https://military-history.fandom.com/wiki/Puerto_Ricans_in_World_War_II  

https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://military-history.fandom.com/wiki/Puerto_Ricans_in_World_War_II
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speak English, be above the minimum weight and height levels, and receive a rating of 

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

attempting the assessment of intelligence or other abilities).   

 

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

made up of Puerto Rican troops who served with distinction.  Among the various 

objections to using Puerto Ricans in the Caribbean Defense Command that were 

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

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

of the question” due to possible racial animosities between the peoples of Cuba and 

Puerto Rico). 

 

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

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

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

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

Zone.  

 

However, the performance of the Regiment led the US War Department to decide upon a 

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

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

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

be made available1206.  By the end of 1943, nearly 5,000 Puerto Rican soldiers were based 

in Panama. 

 

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

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

 
1206  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm  

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm
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it participated in the battles of Naples-Fogis, Rome-Arno, central Europe and Rhineland 

and suffered 23 soldiers killed in action.1207   

 

The 65th Infantry Regiment were known as the “Borinqueneers”, a combination of the 

original name of Puerto Rico (Borinquen) and the word buccaneers1208. 

 

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

1944.1209  The 296th returned to Puerto Rico in 1945 and the 295th in February 1946, and 

both were deactivated later in 19461210. 

 

  

 
1207  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-
throughout-us-military-history/  
1208  https://www.latinbusinesstoday.com/honor-and-fidelity-the-65th-infantry-regiment/  
1209  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-
throughout-us-military-history/  
1210  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-
throughout-us-military-history/ 

https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.latinbusinesstoday.com/honor-and-fidelity-the-65th-infantry-regiment/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
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Chapter 36 

THE US, THE CANAL AND THE EXPANSION OF US ACTIVITY PRIOR TO PEARL HARBOR 

 

As has been explained, 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, in respect of 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 latter element (known as the Third 

Locks Project – see the separate Chapter) 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 

(from the sea) on the Canal 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 tile1211. 

 

 
1211  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
Note that a well-known (if apocryphal) story in Panama 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. 

https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf
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A US Army review in the 1930s had recommended extending the Canal’s defences 

westwards into the Pacific.  The review suggested that the Galapagos Islands, about 1,000 

miles south-west from Balboa port (and belonging to Ecuador1212) 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 Rica1213) – 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.   See the Chapter on the advance bases for more 

information. 

 

While the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, the US Government was 

minded not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and property in Panama 

but outside the Canal Zone.  The negotiations (and disputes) over the attempts to obtain 

the necessary bases in the Republic were only completed in 1942 (see the Chapter on the 

1942 Bases Agreement and the 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement) and, as we shall see later, its 

results did not long outlast the war. 

 

Thus, during the period between the signing of the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty and its 

ratification in 1939, the 2 Governments had agreed an Exchange of Notes to be attached 

to the 1903 Treaty.  This Exchange of Notes, between the US Secretary of State and the 

Panamanian Minister to the US on 1 February 1939 provided that, in the event of an 

emergency that arises so suddenly as to preclude consultations with Panama, the US 

would not be required to delay action pending consultation, but would be obliged to 

consult with Panama as soon as possible thereafter1214. 

 

 
1212  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. 
1213  Ibid. 
1214  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
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In fact, the situation for the Atlantic end of the Canal had improved considerably in June 

1940 with the acquisition by the US of bases in bases in Jamaica, Antigua, St. Lucia, 

Trinidad1215 and in British Guiana1216. 

 

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

protectorate of the US, with the ratification by the US Senate of the 1936 Treaty1217.  This 

Treaty had made certain concessions in the operation of the Canal, saw the US give up the 

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 had fought ratification by the US 

Senate. 

 

As mentioned earlier, it was said that, prior to 1939, the 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 had also been 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 air1218”.  Except for a 

small number of B-10B bombers (soon to become effectively obsolescent themselves, 

 
1215  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. 
1216   See the Chapter on advance bases and http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm 
1217  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-
treaty-1936   
1218  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 

http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.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
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
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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”1219. 

 

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 Zone1220.  The report found that the whole of the USAAC (and not just in 

Panama) had suffered from severe shortages due to a 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 establishments (for an 

explanation of the GHQ Air Force, see below)1221. 

 

Little improvement was noted by 1938, with an identified need in the Canal Zone for more 

cargo aircraft, as well as 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 

the commanders in the area.  Even the already existing 19th Wing was operating at 

reduced strength due to a lack of replacements1222.  Outside the main airfields, only 4 of 

the outlying “emergency fields”1223 (of nearly 40 then theoretically available) were 

considered suitable for use even by the antiquated P-26A fighters, never mind the more 

modern B-10 bombers1224.  A 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 project1225. 

 
1219  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1220  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1221  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1222  It had a book establishment in 1939 of 75 officers and 1,390 other ranks. 
1223  At Jaque, David, Pocri and Rio Hato. 
1224  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. 
1225  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/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
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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 of the 

A-17 2-seat attack aircraft; 24 P-26A fighters and a 

handful of (even more ancient and obsolete) P-12E and P-12F1226 biplane fighters1227.  By 

June 1939, the B-10 had been replaced by 30 of (slightly more modern) B-18 Bolo 

bombers1228, and P-12 biplanes had been replaced by the much better P-36A Hawk 

monoplane fighters1229.   

 

At least by this time, the US Navy was 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). 

 

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 combat 

squadrons being situated in such places1230.  Of the 3 overseas Army “Departments”, 

 
1226  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 
1227  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1228  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. 
1229  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). 
1230  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 

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
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Hawaii had the strongest air component, but even there the fighter and attack squadrons 

flew obsolete P-26A fighters and A-12 attack bombers, types no longer used in GHQ Air 

Force in the US.  The Panama Canal Department was less well-equipped, having 1 

bombardment, 2 reconnaissance, 1 attack, and 2 pursuit squadrons – with their 

equipment consisting of B-18, P-26A, and A-12. 1231 

 

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 “Hap” 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 Reservation1232, which over the length of the Canal Zone and 

extended to the territorial waters within 3 miles of either entrance to the Canal – 

 
first-line types: see The Army Air Forces In World War II by Wesley Frank Craven & James Lea Gate, editors 
(Office of Air Force History), 1983. 
1231  Aviation in the US. Army, 1919- 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. 
1232  On 18 February 1929, an Executive Order by President Coolidge had made the Canal Zone, including its 
territorial waters within 3 miles of shore, a "military airspace reservation" and defined the conditions under 
which aircraft, American and foreign, may operate in the Canal Zone: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1929/02/19/archives/canal-flight-rules-issued-by-coolidge-zone-including-a-
threemile.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/1929/02/19/archives/canal-flight-rules-issued-by-coolidge-zone-including-a-threemile.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1929/02/19/archives/canal-flight-rules-issued-by-coolidge-zone-including-a-threemile.html
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“It shall be unlawful to navigate any foreign or domestic aircraft into, within, or 

through the Canal Zone Military Airspace Reservation otherwise than in conformity 

with this Executive Order, provided however that none of the provisions of this 

Order shall apply to military, naval or other public aircraft of the United 

States”1233.1234 

 

However, a report compiled in 1946 stated that, if an enemy attack had been made on the 

Canal in September 1939, the 19th Wing would have been able to provide little 

opposition1235, 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 units1236, and the Panama Air Depot had 

only 2 officers assigned to it.   

 
For a study from 1952 into the rights of sovereignty of the airspace over the Canal, see: 
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc It also 
refers to the September 1939 Executive Order (itself modelled on similar restrictions from 1917 and World 
War 1) – though without  it being a total prohibition, as had been the case in the first war. 
1233  Executive 0rder 8251, 12 September 1939, A.J.I.L., Vol. 34, Suppl. p. 32. 
1234  Not only in wartime, but in peacetime also, the US has always enforced very strict regulations over all 
flying in the area, and apart from periodic counterclaims to sovereignty by Panama, an interesting example 
of which is the reservation made by her delegates when signing the Chicago Convention, no state has 
questioned their legality.  Thus, it can be stated with conviction that the US certainly enjoys de facto 
sovereignty over the Canal Zone and it is suggested that the adherence by all foreign states to the 
regulations made by the US, indicates that the generally accepted view is that it also has de jure sovereignty 
over that Zone - Journal of Air Law and Commerce (1952): 
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc  
The reservation lodged for the purposes of the Chicago Convention said that – “Because of its strategic 
position and responsibility in the protection of the means of communication in its territory, which are of the 
utmost importance to world trade, and vital to the defence of the Western Hemisphere, the Republic of 
Panama reserves the right to take, with respect to all flights through the airspace above its territory, all 
measures which in its judgment may be proper for its own security or the protection of said means of 
communication". 
1235  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1236  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 

https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc
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
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The 19th Wing was renamed the Panama Canal Department Air Force1237 on 30 November 

19401238, later to become the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the Sixth Air Force 

in February 19421239. 

 

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 aircraft1240, 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 below for the story of this 

aircraft).  There is more information about the squadron in the Chapter on air units. 

 

Even by December 1941 there reportedly remained 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 available1241, but lacked the radar and systems to 

operate 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 

 
1237  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 
1238  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 
1239  The Sixth 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 
1240  A variant of the 14-passenger DC.2 airliner (the progenitor of the more famous DC.3/C-47 Dakota). 
1241  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/101-150/AFD-090529-056.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
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seen as being worse, with only a handful of modern B-17 Flying Fortress then being 

available1242. 

 

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 of VP-3 at 

Coco Solo. 

 

While the modern B-17 were a sign of what was to come, as we have seen Panama also 

saw the last use of another, older Boeing design, the P-26A Peashooter.  This single-seat 

fighter looked very out of date, 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, but in the end most of the aircraft were 

eventually given to Guatemala1243 in 1943 (see the Chapter 47 for more information)1244. 

 

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

General of the 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, which resulted in the Declaration of 

 
1242  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1243  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. 
1244  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/
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Panama1245, one outcome of which was the creation of a 300-mile (483 km) Neutrality 

Zone around all North, Central and South American territory1246.   

 

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

stepped up.  From Summer 1941, Army guards were placed on vessels in transit through 

the Canal1247, and aircraft defences and harbour defence troops were put on alert. 

 

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

27,8501248.  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 a later Chapter for comments re the effects 

of disease and illness on forces in the Canal Zone). 

 
1245  Aka The Pact of Panama. 
1246  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. 
1247  These would later in the war be replaced by US Marines. 
1248  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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The US Navy was not much better equipped than the Air Corps 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 
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Fleet, which encompassed most of the Caribbean including the northern coast of South 

America1249. 

 

The war was to see an expansion of US Navy facilities in the Canal Zone.  By the end of 

1940, the Navy had already begun work on a new supply depot at Balboa, and on the 

Farfan Radio Station on the west bank of the Canal1250, together with the enlargement of 

the 2 inland radio stations at Gatun and Summit.  There were also 2 net depots started in 

December 1940, one at each end of the Canal, and over the next few months 1,400 

housing units and 2 Naval hospitals, one at Coco Solo and the other at Balboa, were begun 

or built. 

 

WAR PLAN ORANGE AND RAINBOW 5 

 

See the Chapter on the defences for the story of the evolution of War Plan Orange and 

Rainbow Plan 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 being 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 the 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 Orange1251. 

 
1249  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1250  See elsewhere for the role of the radio station in radio interception just before and during the war. 
1251  http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm  

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm
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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 both1252. 

 

Rainbow 51253 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 leak1254. 

 

THE GHQ AIR FORCE STORY 

 

The GHQ Air Force (General Headquarters Air Force) arose from a decision of the Lassiter 

Board, a group of Army General Staff officers in 1923, one of several recommendations 

made by General Patrick, former Chief of the Air Service of the AEF in France during World 

War 1, and latterly Chief of the Air Service (i.e. commander of the USAAS, as the Army’s air 

arm was called until 1926). 

 

Patrick had recommended that all combat aircraft should be centrally controlled by an 

USAAS officer. He recommended that Army aviation be divided into 2 mission categories: 

“support,” or observation, that would be assigned directly to ground units; and “air force,” 

 
1252  https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up  
1253  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630  
1254  https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-
leak/4189565419600/  

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/
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or pursuit, attack, and bombardment that would operate directly under Army General 

Headquarters in support of ground forces, or on independent strategic missions1255.  

 

However, nothing was done in 1921 to implement the GHQ Air Force concept, or for some 

time afterwards.  Between the early 1920s and 1934, 15 boards and committees studied 

the question of how best to organise and control Army aviation. Most of them favoured 

creating a GHQ air force, but only in time of war.  

 

The isolationist political environment of the 1920s was not conducive to development of 

an offensive US air arm and, in any case bomber and combat aircraft of the 1920s and 

early 1930s were such short range and limited bomb-carrying capacity that a decisive 

bombing campaign against targets any distance behind enemy lines appeared to be 

technically infeasible.  In addition, there was the resistance of the US Navy, which feared 

Army encroachment into its territory. 

 

It was not until 1933 that Major General MacArthur, then the Army Chief of Staff and a 

strong supporter of airpower, negotiated an agreement with Chief of Naval Operations 

Rear Admiral William Pratt giving the Army’s air arm responsibility for the air element of 

coastal defence.  That MacArthur-Pratt agreement was a step toward creation of the GHQ 

Air Force.  The Chief of the Air Corps at the time had as his primary goal a separate air 

force, or at least the establishment of a GHQ air force in peacetime. 

 

At the time, MacArthur was in the process of reorganising the Army to improve its combat 

readiness and accelerate emergency mobilisation.  However, realistic USAAC training, and 

hence combat readiness, was impossible under existing conditions; where combat aircraft 

were parcelled out to the Army’s 9 Corps area commanders (such as the Panama Canal 

Department) with no regard for proper deployment.  While the Chief of the USAAC was 

 
1255  https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0983ghq/  

https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0983ghq/
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responsible for training air units, he had no authority to see that Corps area commanders 

complied with his directives. 

 

As the 1930s went on, some senior officers (including, crucially, MacArthur) agreed that 

there was a role for strategic bombing of an enemy’s vital power and production facilities, 

and the new aircraft types being developed appeared to make such a thing a realistic 

prospect.  A design competition of 1931 already had produced the twin-engine Martin B-

10, the first modern bomber, and the 4-engine B-17 would make its initial flight in 1935. 

 

In 1933, the Drum Board, headed by Army Deputy Chief of Staff Major General Drum, 

agreed to endorse establishing a GHQ Air Force in peacetime. The Board’s 

recommendations were approved by MacArthur in October 1933, but foot-dragging 

continued, with some officers concerned that it would cause the USAAC to concentrate on 

strategic bombardment at the expense of supporting the ground forces.  A further delay 

came after President Roosevelt cancelled airmail contracts with the airlines in February 

1934 and directed the USAAC to carry the mail1256.  

 

Another board, the Baker Board recommended immediate establishment of a GHQ Air 

Force as a corrective measure in the light of the mail debacle, and to counter a renewed 

drive for a completely separate air force that was gaining some support in Congress.  

The War Department and the General Staff accepted the recommendations of the Baker 

Board and, on 1 March 1935, the GHQ Air Force opened its headquarters at Langley Field, 

Virginia, under command of Brigadier General Andrews1257. 

 

However, Army Corps commanders kept control of air installations in their areas and were 

responsible for housekeeping, administration, and courts martial.  The USAAC did not get 

 
1256  This only lasted until June 1934, with a dismal performance on the part of the USAAC.  New contracts 
were signed with airlines. 
1257  However, to avoid the USAAC becoming too powerful, authority was divided between its Chief and the 
commander of the GHQ Air Force. 
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a separate budget, as it had hoped, so the General Staff could continue to decide what 

kinds of aircraft would be bought, and how many. 

 

The GHQ Air Force had 3 wings in the US, with about 600 pilots (the Drum Board had 

recommended 1,245).   

 

Despite its shortcomings, the GHQ Air Force did gain for the USAAC some of its aims: a 

centralised command of air combat units by an experienced airman; the ability to train 

realistically, free from the whims of Corps area commanders; and at least tacit recognition 

of an independent air mission that demanded long-range bombers.  It had broken the 

pattern of a fragmented, randomly trained organisation, cast in the mould of a ground 

force auxiliary.  It gave the Army’s airmen time to organize and train for the concentrated, 

offensive use of airpower, particularly strategic airpower, that was to be decisive in World 

War 2.  

 

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 types1258. 

  

 
1258  The Army Air Forces In World War II by Wesley Frank Craven & James Lea Gate, editors (Office of Air 
Force History), 1983. 
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Chapter 37 

THE 1942 BASES AGREEMENT AND 1947 FILOS-HINES AGREEMENT 

 

In May 1942, the US and Panama finally 

signed a Defense Sites Agreement1259 (and a 

parallel exchange of notes in 

Washington1260) 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 

war1261.  The agreements provided for a new, 

simpler procedure for the US to acquire 

defence sites outside the Canal Zone1262. 

 

Signed on 18 May 1942, it took effect from 

11 May 1943. 

 

Ironically, no sooner that the new Agreement come formally in to effect than the US 

began gradually reducing the threat level and the forces level, with troop numbers 

starting to fall and some defences (such as the big guns of the coastal artillery) fall into 

 
1259  https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c  
1260  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 
1261  There were actually given all up in 1948 (after a dispute, dealt with in a later Chapter, which also led to 
political unrest in Panama).  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 
1262  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c
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
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disuse, or even be removed.  In fact, it was in April 1943 that the War Department had 

reduced the Caribbean Defense Command to the status of Category "B", that is, it was 

considered a coastal frontier that only "may be subject to minor attacks".  

 

In just over 2 years the war would be over and the would be another set of fraught 

negotiations, this time culminating in an abandoned agreement and the rapid withdrawal 

from the defence sites in the Republic. 

 

Negotiations had begun 1939, when the US Army requested 999-year leases from the 

Republic for over 100 sites outside the Canal Zone – for additional defence facilities, such 

as airfields, anti-aircraft batteries, and warning stations. President Arias Madrid 

demanded compensation in the form of cash and the transfer to Panama of various 

properties, but for the US the price was too high and negotiations dragged on for the next 

2 years.  

 

While the 1936 Treaty had not been finally ratified until mid-1939, the US Government 

was minded not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and property in 

Panama but outside the Canal Zone.   

 

As we have seen, the US had asked in the lead up to World War 2 for 999-year leases on 

areas outside the Canal Zone to build essential defences – airfields, anti-aircraft batteries 

and warning stations.  This was on the basis that effective defence of the Canal and its 

approaches would be impossible without the additional sites and their facilities. 

 

Prior to the ratification of the 1936 Treaty, there had been an Exchange of Notes, between 

the US Secretary of State and the Panamanian Minister to the US on 1 February 1939, 

which provided that, in the event of an emergency that arises so suddenly as to preclude 

consultations with Panama, the US would not be required to delay action pending 
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consultation, but would be obliged to consult with Panama as soon as possible 

thereafter1263. 

 

The 1936 Treaty had then made certain concessions in the operation of the Canal, and had 

seen the US give up the right of peremptory territorial acquisition in Panama. 

 

Under the terms of the 1936 Treaty, it had been agreed that, in all matters relating to the 

operation, maintenance, sanitation and protection of the Canal, the US and Panama 

would proceed on a partnership basis, acknowledging 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 interest1264. 

 

Of course, the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, but the US Government 

was nevertheless minded not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and 

property in Panama but outside the Canal Zone. 

 

On 13 February 1941, the Panamanian Government advised the US that, if it were to grant 

such a request, the US Government would have to declare that an imminent threat to the 

Canal's safety existed.  Therefore, on the same day, US Secretary of State Cordell Hull 

issued such a statement, saying that – 

“The Government of the United States has... reached the conclusion that, in 

accordance with the terms of Article X of the Treaty of 1936... an international 

conflagration has broken out bringing with it the existence of a threat to the 

security of the Panama Canal which requires the taking of measures for the defense 

of the canal on the part of the Government of the United States”.  

 

 
1263  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  
1264  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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However, on 18 February, the Panamanian Government issued a set of 12 further 

demands, as a condition of allowing the use of the bases in the country – 

• Transfer, without cost, of the sanitation systems in the cities of Panama and 

Colón; 

• Transfer of all lands belonging to the Panama Railroad in Panama City and 

Colón (valued at approximately $12 million); 

• Both Governments to intensify their efforts at preventing contraband from the 

Canal Zone into Panamanian territory; 

• Construction of a bridge across the Canal; 

• US to assume a third of all costs to improve and maintain all roads and 

highways used by its military in Panama; 

• The cessation of importing Caribbean blacks to work in the Canal Zone; 

• US military police and Canal Zone Police restricted to the use of only billy clubs 

outside of the Zone; 

• Excess electricity from Canal operations to be distributed to Panama City and 

Colón, as requested by the Panamanian Government; 

• The US to assume full cost of the road to Rio Hato, and therefore to repay the 

$2 million borrowed by Panama for this purchase from the US-operated 

Export-Import Bank;  

• The US to transfer the railroad station in Panama City to the Government of 

Panama; 

• The US to pay an indemnity of the flow of US troops during wartime 

interrupted regular Canal traffic; and 

• The US to provide workers for building an oil pipeline between Panama City 

and Balboa port. 

The cost of meeting these demands was estimated to be $25–30 million, and was one of 

the reasons why the negotiations lasted so long.  The 999-year lease was seen as too long, 

amounting to virtual ownership. 
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The State Department regarded these 12 points agreed on 18 May 1942 not as linked to 

the Bases Agreement, but as separate and in return for Panama’s cooperation in 

protection of the Canal.  Panama regarded it as a binding treaty.  While the commitments 

contained in the agreement were eventually honoured, this was seemingly not to the 

satisfaction of the Panamanian Government.  It seemed to Panama, understandably, that 

the US was more interested in Canal defence than development of Panama – and no 

doubt it was correct in this assumption.1265 

 

The hard-line approach adopted by President Arias Madrid was one of the factors that led 

to his being deposed in a bloodless coup, by the National Police (there being no army), on 

7 October 1941.  For more on Arias Madrid, and his successor, see Chapter 42. 

 

With Aris Madrid removed, the negotiations proceeded more quickly.  They were 

hastened further following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December. 

 

The eventual Agreement1266 called for the occupation of the sites to end 1 year after the 

end of the war (this would become a point of contention – resulting in the rejected Filós-

Hines Agreement of 1947, and the rapid withdrawal of US forces from the bases in the 

Republic in 1947-48), and for the US to pay $50 per hectare annually for all the bases, 

except Rio Hato, for which it would pay $10,000 a year.  Panama also received promises 

about the completion of various public works projects, including the Rio Hato Road, and a 

bridge over the Canal. 

 

The phrase “one year after the date on which the definitive treaty of peace which brings 

about the end of the present war” was to cause problems, particularly “definitive treaty of 

peace” which implied something more than a mere cessation of hostilities.  After all, the 

 
1265  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  
1266  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-
S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf (in English and Spanish) 

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
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
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initial Japanese surrender was not a “definitive treaty of peace”, although Panama tried to 

argue that the 1-year deadline should run from then.  The State Department in turn 

waited 11 months before even replying to the Panama request1267. 

 

However, as noted in the Chapter on the expansion of activity prior to Pearl Harbor, one 

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 

 

Included under the terms of the 1942 Agreement, signed by Octavio Fábrega, Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, and US Ambassador, Edwin C Wilson (and hence aka the Fábrega-Wilson 

Agreement) – 

• The properties were to be vacated 1 year after the date on which a definitive 

peace treaty which brings to an end the current war shall have entered into force; 

• If the Governments believe that a state of international insecurity continues to 

exist, the parties would consult on a new agreement; 

• The Agreement also covered any waters adjacent to the properties, and permitted 

any necessary improvement of any entrances or anchorages involved; 

• The military and naval aircraft of each state are permitted to use airports in the 

areas controlled by the other (academic, as Panama had no such aircraft); 

• Sovereignty of the sites remained with Panama, although the US should have 

complete use and exclusive jurisdiction over the sites involved for the period of the 

Agreement – and could exclude any person, and arrest try and punish any person 

committing crimes in the sites (except that any Panamanian citizen had to be 

handed over to the Panama authorities for trial and punishment); 

• All buildings etc constructed in the sites would be the property of the US 

Government, and any existing buildings etc would be available for US use as well; 

 
1267  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://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
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neither Panama nor the US was obliged to rebuild or repair any buildings; nor was 

the US obliged to return the site to Panama in its original state, but that any 

buildings and improvements made would become the property of Panama when 

the site was vacated; 

• US military and civilian personnel in the sites would be exempt from any 

Panamanian taxes etc; 

• The US was to build or extend certain highways projects, and subsequent 

maintenance; while Panama guaranteed to maintain those roads under its 

jurisdiction and used by the US military – with the US bearing a third of the costs of 

road maintenance (to compensate for use of them by the US military); 

• The roads built by the US in the Republic shall be under the jurisdiction of the 

Panamanian Government, but the US military could restrict or prohibit use and 

access to secondary roads connected to the defence sites; 

• The US was to take all appropriate steps to prevent leakage of items from the 

defence sites into the Republic, but would use products, articles and food 

originating in the Republic in the sites wherever possible; 

• The lands involved consisted of both that belonging to the Panamanian 

Government and privately-owned land.  For the latter, the Government would 

acquire the land and receive an annual rental of $50,000 for its use from the US – 

to cover costs of expropriation, indemnities and reimbursements; 

• The Agreement could be terminated upon the mutual agreement of the parties, 

even if before the planned termination date of 1 year after hostilities ended 

 

During the war, the US was to construct in the Canal Zone and elsewhere 9 new airbases 

and aerodromes, 10 bases for ground forces, 30 aircraft warning stations, 634 searchlight 

and anti-aircraft positions, and various other facilities, including the Coco Solo Naval 

Hospital to the south-east of the Naval Air Station – at a total cost, in 1940 dollars, of 

$1.36 billion.   
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A means of speeding up the new construction was to employ Army labour to put in any 

footings and clear and prepare sites, so that contractors would not waste time visiting 

Panama to inspect and survey ground conditions before bidding1268. 

 

The construction work involved with the defence expansion necessitated bringing to 

Panama of workers from the Caribbean and other Central American states – something 

that did not prove popular with the Panamanian Government.  By 1942, there were over 

65,000 workers in Panama, employed by the US to work on construction of defence 

facilities.  Only a relatively small proportion were those “imported” by the US, but they 

were nevertheless regarded as essential to resolve the labour shortage encountered in the 

rapid expansion required by the defence plans. 

 

The task of expanding the defence sites in 1940-41 was tremendous and every available 

soldier was detailed to some aspect of construction.  There was a severe shortage of 

civilian labour due to the competing demand for workers on the Third Locks project, and 

the additional labour force required only increased the ongoing housing shortage.  Due to 

the severe time constraints, much of the new building construction was of a temporary 

nature and typically this resulted in the use of existing building plans, but the substitution 

of readily available, less expensive, and less labour-intensive construction materials.  

Designs were stripped down to the essentials, and all ornamental details were eliminated.  

Temporary structures were less durable, and were often meant to be capable of being 

easily disassembled and re-erected elsewhere1269. 

 

  

 
1268  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
1269  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf 

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf
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THE 1947 FILOS-HINES AGREEMENT1270 

 

The essence of the new agreement was that it would have provided the US defence sites 

on or at Taboga, San José, Taboguilla, Isla Salud, and Isla del Rey, Jaqué, Pocrí, Punta Mala, 

San Blas, Isla Grande, Victoria and Las Margaritas for 10 years; and for 15 years the base in 

Rio Hato. 

 

As we have seen, the 1942 Fábrega-Wilson Agreement had, in essence, provided that, 

unless the international situation remained insecure (in which further negotiations on an 

extension to existing leases would anyway have been initiated), the US would vacate the 

defence sites it had obtained in the Republic a year after the ending of the war. 

 

The war ended with the surrender of Japan in August 1945, and the formal ending in 

September.  In giving testimony to the National Assembly in September 1946, the Foreign 

Minister gave his interpretation of the 1942 Agreement – that is that the US must return the 

bases in the Republic by 2 September 1946 (i.e. 1 year after Japan’s surrender)1271. 

 

In fact, in December 1946, it is reported that President Truman had asked why the US did 

not leave Panama before it was kicked out, and some in the Administration were said to 

sensitive about allegations of military occupation and neo-colonialism on the eve of the first 

sessions of the UN1272. 

 

The US military were opposed to giving up all of the bases, and the State Department 

agreed, telling Panama that the US had no intention of disarming as it had after World War 

11273.  While Panama argued that ownership of the sites be relinquished immediately, 

 
1270  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-
S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf  
1271  Emperors in the Jungle: The Hidden History of the U.S. in Panama by John Lindsay-Poland (Duke 
University Press, 2003). 
1272   Ibid. 
1273  Ibid. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c/pdf/GOVPUB-S-dae74a31ce03269f4dc99454c183598c.pdf
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whereas the US War Department wanted to keep control of the sites for a further, 

indefinite period1274.  For more detail of the plans of the Army, see Chapter 50. 

 

Nonetheless, the US State Department, being aware of growing unrest in the country, 

proposed negotiation of a 20-year extension of leases in the case of 13 of the sites, this 

being part of an effort made by the US in 1946 and 1947 to replace the agreement of 1942 

with a new one designed to meet peacetime requirements for the adequate safeguards of 

the Canal1275.  

 

President Jimenez was inclined a US offer, but announced that US occupation of the bases 

in the Republic after 2 September 1946 would represent a violation of Panamanian 

sovereignty.  On 3 September, the National Assembly passed a unanimous resolution 

demanding their immediate evacuation1276. 

 

However, it was March 1947 when Panama said that it wished to open formal negotiations 

and appointed the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr Ricardo Jaoquin Alfaro, as its official 

representative1277.  However, on 9 December 1947, Dr Alfaro resigned, as he disagreed with 

plans to allow continued large-scale US military presence in the Republic.  He was replaced 

by Francisco Filós. 

 

The Agreement would have seen 98 of the 134 sites in the Republic returned, but with 

extended leases for 36 others, the US being particularly interested in continued use of the 

 
1274  The 1942 agreement included a caveat that, “If within that period [i.e. the year following the end of 
hostilities] 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 
defense 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 
1275  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
1276  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  
1277  He was one of the authors of the 1936 Treaty. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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
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air base it had built at Rio Hato1278.  By July 1947, 98 of the 134 sites located in the Republic 

and adopted by the US forces during the war had reverted to the Panamanian 

Government, with the 1947 agreement intended to govern the length of occupation of the 

remaining 36 sites 

 

The Filós-Hines agreement, aka the Bases Agreement, was signed on 10 December 1947, 

by the new Minister of Foreign Affairs of Panama and the US Ambassador, General Frank T 

Hines, with the approval of their respective presidents: Enrique A Jiménez1279 and Harry S 

Truman. 

 

President Jiménez then convened an extraordinary session of the National Assembly to 

debate and ratify the new treaty.  On 11 December, the New York Times reported the new 

Agreement, but also noted that protests against it in Panama were increasing. 

 

One has to bear in mind that unrest in the country had been rising, and that President 

Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango had been removed following student protests in early 

1945.  He had been ruling increasingly by decree and, as we shall see (in the later Chapter 

on Constitutions), he had dissolved the National Assembly on 31 December 1944, and 

suspended the 1941 Constitution, in preparation for the drafting of a new 

Constitution.  During his 4 years in office, he had rejected repeated calls for a Constituent 

Assembly to approve such a new Constitution. 

 

As news of the new agreement got out, on 12 December, there was a march by students 

and others in opposition – these being met with violence by the National Police, 

culminating in scenes in Plaza de Santa Ana in Panama City, where both tear gas and 

 
1278  The subsequent Eisenhower-Rémon Treaty of 1955 would see the US being granted use of Rio Hato for 
training and use in major exercises for 15 years to 1970.  Ironically, it was the same Rémon, then chief of the 
National Police, who had the demonstrations violently suppressed in 1947. 
1279  President Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango having been forced to resign; on 15 June 1945 the 
Constituent Assembly had appointed Enrique Adolfo Jiménez as the new Provisional President until 7 August 
1948. 
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firearms were used, in addition to mounted police.  One student was then shot and 

wounded as demonstrators moved towards the Plaza de la Cathedral in the old city, the 

most severely injured of 30 that day. 

 

Opposition to longer-term continued occupation of the sites is said to have been fired by 

fear of “mini-Canal Zones”, with the associated restrictions on citizens etc that that might 

entail1280. 

 

Protests continued over the following days, as the events in Plaza Santa Ana galvanised 

the opposition – including a march of 10,000 women, dressed in black, who marched on 

the National Assembly on 16 December. 

Photo of the Plaza de Francia in 

the old city whilst the National 

Assembly debated the Agreement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1280  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  
My Panamanian wife, whose father worked for the US Army, recalls how, as a child, the Canal Zone and how 
even travelling with her father to his workplace was not straightforward. 

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
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Finally, on 22 December, 51 deputies in the National Assembly rejected the 

agreement1281, and a day later the US began to dismantle and withdraw from its many 

bases in the Republic. 

 

 
1281  The President of the National Assembly being quoted as saying that there were “10,000 boys with 
knives” awaiting the decision outside (and in Panama, he would likely be referring to machetes, not a 
comforting thought – these still commonly on sale in shops today). 
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THE TEXT OF THE AGREEMENT 

 

Defense Sites Agreement, Signed on December 10, 1947, But Not Subsequently Ratified 

Between Panama and the United States7 

December 10, 1947 

The Government of the United States of America and the Government of the Republic of 

Panamá have consulted together to consider all the phases of the existing international 

situation as well as to discuss the experiences of World War II in relation to the defense of 

the Panamá Canal; and, after an exchange of information with relation to the present 

needs, have reaffirmed their joint interest in providing for that which is necessary for the 

continued and effective protection of the Panamá Canal and the security of the Republic 

as stipulated in the General Treaty signed at Washington March 2, 1936 and in the 

exchange of notes relating thereto; they have reached the conclusion that under present 

circumstances a limited number of defense sites in territory under the jurisdiction of 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791#fn:1.5.4.68.8.90.10.3


621 
 

Panamá should be maintained temporarily; in virtue of which they have decided to 

conclude an agreement in order to effectuate the foregoing objectives, and for that 

purpose have appointed as their respective representatives: 

 

His Excellency Frank T. Hines, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of the 

United States of America to the Republic of Panamá, and 

His Excellency Doctor Francisco A. Filós, Acting Minister of Foreign Relations of the 

Republic of Panamá, who, having been duly authorized by their respective 

Governments, have agreed as follows: 

 

ARTICLE I 

The two Governments agree that the defense sites referred to in the present Agreement 

will be regulated by the conditions set forth in the following articles. 

 

ARTICLE II 

The Republic of Panamá designates the areas specified in the Annex attached67a to this 

Agreement, and of which it forms an integral part, to serve as sites to be used for the 

defense of the Panamá Canal and of the Republic of Panamá, for the limited period 

specified for each site. 

 

ARTICLE III 

To assure the efficient and mutually satisfactory functioning of the defense sites as well as 

to assure the exercise of the sovereign rights of the Republic of Panamá, the Government 

of the United States of America designates the local Commander of its Armed Forces, or 

his designated deputy, and the Government of the Republic of Panamá designates the 

Minister of Government and Justice as its representative, to form a joint commission 

whose members, the above-mentioned representatives, shall consult on all matters 

relating to the use of the defense sites, provided, however, that all matters of a military 

nature or involving in any way the exercise of military command are to remain within the 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791#fn:1.5.4.68.8.90.26.2
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exclusive responsibility and jurisdiction of the military authorities of the United States. 

Following such consultation, the two Governments carrying out the stipulations of this 

Agreement, shall adopt by an exchange of notes, the recommendations of the above-

mentioned representatives. 

 

ARTICLE IV 

The Republic of Panamá accords to the United States the powers and authority necessary 

to assume full military, technical, and economic responsibility for the defense sites. The 

United States shall exercise, therefore, all the rights and authority within defense sites and 

the air spaces thereover, which are necessary to make effective such responsibilities. 

The Government of the United States of America may employ contractors and other 

personnel in the exercise of such rights. 

 

ARTICLE V 

The Republic of Panamá maintains its sovereignity over the areas used as defense sites 

and over the air spaces corresponding thereto, as well as jurisdiction with respect to civil 

and criminal matters in these areas, it is being understood, nonetheless, that the United 

States shall have exclusive jurisdiction over any offenses which may be committed within 

the defense sites by its civilian or military personnel employed or engaged in any manner 

whatsoever in connection with the operation of the defense sites and by members of their 

families. The United States, by virtue of the military responsibility which it assumes in 

conformity with Article IV, shall have the right to arrest, try, and punish, if necessary, all 

persons who, in any defense site, commit any act against the security of the site, of the 

military installations therein, or of the personnel situated thereon, provided, however, 

that any Panamanian citizen arrested or detained on any charge shall be delivered to the 

authorities of the Republic of Panamá. National authorities of both Governments shall be 

accorded adequate facilities for access to the defense sites, but the military authorities of 

the United States may exclude other persons from the defense sites. 
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ARTICLE VI 

The Government of the United States of America shall pay to the Government of the 

Republic of Panamá on or before the first day of February of each year an annual 

compensation of seventeen thousand two hundred fifty Balboas (B/17,250.00) for all the 

lands used as defense sites during the preceding calendar year in accordance with the 

terms of this Agreement. The payment shall be reduced proportionately in the case of 

periods of less than a year. There shall be expressly excepted from the above provisions of 

this Article: 

(A) The piece of land in the township of Río Hato designated as No. 1 in the Annex, 

for which the Government of the United States of America shall pay to the 

Government of the Republic of Panamá an annual compensation of ten 

thousand seven hundred and fifty Balboas (B/10,750.00). 

(B) The entire area of the island of San José, in the Archipelago of Las Perlas, in 

the Bay of Panamá, designated as No. 2 in the Annex, for which the 

Government of the United States shall pay to the Government of the Republic 

of Panamá an annual compensation of fifteen thousand Balboas (B/15,000.00). 

The Government of the Republic of Panamá shall assume, with respect to the lands used 

as defense sites, all expenses of expropriation as well as the indemnifications and 

reimbursements for installations, cultivated lands, or other improvements which may exist 

on those lands. 

The compensations established in this Article shall be paid in Balboas as they were defined 

in the exchange of notes effected on March 2, 1936, to which Article VII of the treaty of 

that date between the United States of America and the Republic of Panamá refers, or the 

equivalent in dollars, and shall be paid proportionately for each defense site listed in the 

Annex, from the effective date of this Agreement. 

 

ARTICLE VII 

When a defense site or part thereof is no longer required for the defense of the Panamá 

Canal and the Republic of Panamá, its use shall be discontinued on a date set by the 
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United States. The Republic of Panamá shall be notified of the contemplated 

discontinuance no less than 90 days prior to the date set, unless the two Governments 

agree to a shorter notice. 

All the buildings, constructions, installations, or accessories which may have been erected 

or placed by the United States on a defense site may be removed by the United States at 

any time prior to the date set for discontinuing the use of the site. The buildings, 

constructions, accessories, crops, cultivated areas, or other improvements existing at the 

time a defense site is first occupied may be used by the United States without obligation 

to pay for damages caused in any manner thereto. The Republic of Panamá shall not be 

obligated to pay compensation to the United States for improvements made on a defense 

site or for the buildings, constructions, or assets left thereon by the United States, all of 

which will become the property of the Republic of Panamá when the use of the defense 

site is discontinued in accordance with this Agreement. 

 

ARTICLE VIII 

The United States and the Republic of Panamá reiterate their understanding regarding the 

temporary character of the occupation of the defense sites to which this Agreement 

refers. Consequently, the United States, recognizing the importance of the cooperation 

rendered by Panamá in making these temporary defense sites available, and also 

recognizing the burden which the maintenance of these sites signifies for the Republic of 

Panamá, expressly undertake to reach agreement with the latter upon the measures 

necessary in order that the evacuation of said sites will be effected no later than the date 

of expiration of the period stipulated with respect to each site in the Annex, or before, if 

in the opinion of the two Governments the causes and circumstances which have 

determined the maintenance of the defense sites should have ceased. 

 

ARTICLE IX 

Government owned or operated aircraft of the Republic of Panamá shall be authorized to 

land at and take off from air bases established within defense sites, in accordance with 
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regulations to be established by the Joint Commission created pursuant to the provisions 

of Article III. 

Civil aircraft and aircraft of Governments other than those of the Republic of Panamá and 

of the United States shall not be authorized to land at or take off from any defense site 

established by the terms of this Agreement, except in the case of emergency, or for 

strictly military purposes. 

The Republic of Panamá shall not permit the erection or existence of obstacles which may 

constitute hazards to the safe operation of air bases established on defense sites. If it is 

necessary to alter, remove or relocate any existing structures, the United States shall bear 

the costs involved. 

 

ARTICLE X 

The Republic of Panamá agrees that all roads under its jurisdiction used for movements by 

the Armed Forces of the United States from one defense site to another, and between 

defense sites and the Canal Zone, shall be well and properly maintained at all times. In the 

case of emergencies the United States may undertake the necessary repairs, immediately 

notifying the Republic of Panamá of its action. For normal or routine maintenance 

requirements the United States may offer assistance for the performance of repair and 

maintenance work whenever it appears to be appropriate. 

The United States shall pay annually to the Republic of Panamá on or before the first day 

of February of each year one hundred thirty-seven thousand five hundred Balboas 

(B/137,500.00) or the equivalent in dollars as its contribution to the preceding year’s cost 

of repair or maintenance work on the roads used by the Armed Forces of the United 

States. The first of such payments shall be made on or before the last day of February 

1948 to cover the calendar year 1947. In the event that in any year the United States 

performs repair or maintenance work in accordance with the provisions of the first 

paragraph of this Article, the expenses incurred by the United States in so doing shall be 

subtracted from the next annual payment made by the United States to the Republic of 

Panamá. If the expense incurred by the United States in any year is greater than the 
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annual payment for that year, the annual payment shall be canceled and no claim shall be 

made by the United States as a result of the amount spent in excess thereof. 

In consideration of the aforementioned contribution by the United States to the cost of 

maintaining roads in the Republic of Panamá, the United States is granted free right of 

transit on all roads under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Panamá. The foregoing free 

right of transit shall be applicable to the routine or tactical movement of members of the 

Armed Forces of the United States and civilian employees of such Armed Forces, and their 

families, as well as animals, animal-drawn vehicles, and motor vehicles, employed by the 

Armed Forces, or by contractors employed by the Armed Forces, or by others whose 

activities are related to the defense of the Panamá Canal. The United States shall not 

obstruct the free use of any of the roads under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Panamá 

by virtue of the routine or tactical movement of United States Armed Forces, except in 

cases of emergency. 

The United States shall maintain and permit the free use of any existing public roads 

which cross the defense sites or may relocate such roads in accordance with the 

recommendation of the Joint Commission. 

 

ARTICLE XI 

The Republic of Panamá accords to the United States the right to maintain and use such 

aerial telegraph and telephone lines, submarine cables, subterranean cables, and aerial 

cables, as are presently established. 

The United States shall, under such regulations as may be agreed upon by virtue of 

recommendation by the Joint Commission and insofar as military requirements permit, 

share with the Republic of Panamá the use of existing military telegraph and telephone 

lines and cables, and any similar additional facilities of the Armed Forces of the United 

States which hereafter may be constructed in the Republic of Panamá. 

 

ARTICLE XII 
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The Republic of Panamá accords to the United States the authority to install, operate, and 

maintain within defense sites such radio-communication facilities as may be required by 

the Armed Forces of the United States for the defense of the Panamá Canal and the 

Republic of Panamá. Similarly, the use of radio-communication facilities by the Armed 

Forces of the United States in territory and waters under the jurisdiction of the Republic of 

Panamá shall be permitted, in accordance with the regulations to be established by 

recommendation of the Joint Commission. 

 

ARTICLE XIII 

The civilian and military personnel of the United States functioning on the defense sites or 

employed in connection with the operation of said sites, including contractors working 

exclusively on the defense sites, and the families of such personnel, as well as the 

property and effects destined for the bases, shall be exempt from all taxes, contributions 

or imposts of any kind imposed by the Republic of Panamá or its political subdivisions, 

during the terms of this Agreement. 

The authorities of the Government of the United States of America shall impede the sale 

or transfer of merchandise and articles imported into or sold in the defense sites for the 

use or consumption of civilian and military personnel employed thereon to persons having 

no right to buy such merchandise or articles. Said authorities shall, in addition to 

preventing the abuse of the exemptions conceded by this Agreement, cooperate with the 

authorities of the Republic of Panamá for the purpose of precluding the contraband of 

said merchandise and articles. 

 

ARTICLE XIV 

This Agreement may be terminated by the two Governments by mutual accord prior to 

the expiration of the periods stipulated in the Annex. 

 

ARTICLE XV 
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This Agreement shall enter into force on the day on which each of the Governments 

notifies the other Government in writing of its approval of the same, if such notifications 

are given on the same day; and if the notifications are given on different days, the 

Agreement shall enter into force on the date of the notification later in time. 

In faith of which the plenipotentiaries of the High Contracting Parties have signed this 

Agreement in duplicate in English and Spanish, both texts of equal authenticity, and have 

affixed their respective seals. 

 

Done at the city of Panamá, the tenth day of December, 1947. 

FRANK T. HINES 

FRANCISCO A. FILÓS 

Annex 

MEMORANDUM DESCRIBING THE DEFENSE SITES AND STIPULATING THE PERIOD OF OCCUPANCY OF THE 

SAME, ANNEXED TO THE DEFENSE SITES AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AND THE 

REPUBLIC OF PANAMÁ, AND FORMING AN INTEGRAL PART OF THAT AGREEMENT 

 

The exact boundaries of the defense sites are shown in detail on the United States Army 

maps and drawings listed below, copies of which are in the possession of the Ministry of 

Foreign Relations of Panamá. For further identification, where possible, there are given 

the numbers under which said bases appeared in the Annex to the Agreement for the 

Lease of Defense Sites in the Republic of Panamá, of May 18, 1942.  

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 1, RIO HATO, formerly known as No. 12, is located in the 

township of that name and Province of Coclé approximately 57 miles westward, 

along the National Highway from the Canal Zone and extends from the shore of 

the Gulf of Panamá northward across the National Highway for a distance of 

approximately 16 miles. The site consists of two parcels, one with an area of 

7,675.96 hectares and the other of 12.32 hectares, or a total area of 7,688.28 

hectares. The boundaries are shown on Department Engineer Drawings Nos. 
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5889 and 5889–1. Period of occupancy: Ten years, renewable for an additional 

period of ten years, at the option of the United States of America. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 2, SAN JOSÉ ISLAND, comprises the entire island of that name and 

is located in the Bay of Panamá, in the Perlas Archipelago, approximately 55 

miles S 40° E of Balboa, Canal Zone. Its area is approximately 4,460 

hectares. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 3, TABOGA ISLAND, located on the island of that name which lies in 

the Bay of Panamá approximately 11 miles due S of Fort Amador, Canal Zone. It 

comprises three parcels of land formerly known as No. 17 with an aggregate 

area of 26.79 hectares, the boundaries of which are described in Department 

Engineer Drawings 6020, 6026, 6073, 6075, 6077 and 6078; and of another 

parcel of 14.5 hectares, formerly known as No. 56 and described in Department 

Engineer Drawings 6020 and 6022; the total area of this site being 41.29 

hectares. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 4, TABOGUILLA ISLAND, formerly known as No. 18, is located on the 

island of the same name, in the Bay of Panamá less than one mile E of Taboga 

Island which has been previously identified. The site comprises 132.06 hectares, 

the boundaries of which are described in Department Engineer Drawings 5311, 

5820, 5821 and 5885. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 5, SALUD, is located in the Province of Colón on the Caribbean 

Sea, approximately 19 miles SW along the coast from Fort Sherman, Canal Zone, 

between the villages of Salud and Lagarto. It comprises 49.996 hectares and is 

delimited in Sheet 122, Terrain Map, Military Survey of Panamá, Scale 

1:20,000. Period of occupancy: Five years. 
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DEFENSE SITE NO. 6, REY ISLAND, is located on the southernmost part of the island 

of that name, the largest of the Perlas Archipelago, lying in the Gulf of Panamá 

approximately 69 miles S 40° E of Albrook Field, Canal Zone. The site, formerly 

known as No. 32, consists of two parcels with a total area 100.05 hectares and is 

shown on Department Engineer Drawing 5672. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 7, JAQUE, with a total area of 149.01 hectares, consists of one 

parcel of 9.02 hectares, formerly known as No. 20, located at Piñas Bay in the 

Province of Panamá, approximately 30 miles NW along the Pacific Coast from 

the Colombian border, and described in Department Engineer Drawing 5865; 

and of another parcel of 139.99 hectares, previously known as No. 21, located 

inland approximately 1 mile from the former and shown on Department 

Engineer Drawing 6039. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 8, POCRI, formerly known as No. 7, is located in the Province of 

Los Santos peninsula, approximately 92 air-miles S 26° W of Albrook Field, Canal 

Zone and 10 miles E from the town of Las Tablas. It consists of two parcels with 

an aggregate area of 157.2 hectares and is shown on Department Engineer 

Drawings 2002–1 Revised, 6002–1–2 and 6002–3. Period of occupancy: Five 

years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 9, CAPE MALA, is located in the Province of Los Santos at the SE 

extremity of Los Santos peninsula, approximately 108 air-miles S 16° W from 

Albrook Field, Canal Zone and comprises two parcels with a total area of 20.07 

hectares. The first, of 15.03 hectares, formerly known as No. 8, is shown on 

Department Engineer Drawing 6061; while the other, previously known as No. 

126, has an area of 5.04 hectares and is shown on Department Engineer 

Drawing 6356. Period of occupancy: Five years. 
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DEFENSE SITE NO. 10, SAN BLAS POINT, formerly known as No. 24, is located in the 

Comarca of San Bias on the Caribbean Coast on a peninsula at the western end 

of the Gulf of San Bias and approximately 61 air-miles N 82° E from France Field, 

Canal Zone. It has an area of 23.87 hectares and is shown on Department 

Engineering Drawing 4781. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 11, ISLA GRANDE, formerly known as No. 96, is located in the 

Province of Colón, on a small island of that name on the Caribbean Coast, 

approximately 30 air-miles N 51° E of France Field, Canal Zone. It consists of two 

parcels having a total area of 8.66 hectares, the boundaries of which are shown 

on Department Engineer Drawing 6167–Revised. Period of occupancy: Five 

years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 12, VICTORIA, formerly known as No. 36, has an area of 5.4 

hectares, lies approximately 5 miles NE of the town of Pacora in the Province of 

Panamá, and is shown on Department Engineer Drawing 6019. Period of 

occupancy: Five years. 

 

DEFENSE SITE NO. 13, LAS MARGARITAS, formerly known as No. 127, is located near 

the village of the same name, in the Province of Coclé. The site has an area of 

2.13 hectares and is shown on Department Engineer Drawing 6438-A-

Revised. Period of occupancy: Five years. 

 

In witness whereof, this memorandum is signed in duplicate in English and Spanish, in 

Panamá, this tenth day of December, A.D. 1947. 

FRANK T. HINES 

FRANCISCO A. FILÓS1282 

 

 
1282  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v08/d791
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THE EVACUATION 

 

An earlier Chapter looked at the rushed evacuation of the island of San José, site of the 

wartime chemical warfare tests, which were continue in the Canal Zone (and occasionally 

outside it) into at least the 1960s, even after San José itself was evacuated by January 

1948. 

 

The other bases of the US military outside the Canal Zone were (hurriedly) vacated, with 

the target for the withdrawal to be completed by 14 January 19481283. 

 

On 10 December 1948, the US Ambassador was able to inform the Secretary of State that 

the Caribbean Command did not maintain any installations in Panamanian territory other 

than areas occupied and controlled by the US Government at the time of the 1936 

Treaty1284. 

 

 
1283  https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-
bases-by-jan-14.html  
1284  He was quoting answers given to the local press by the Commander-in-Chief of Caribbean Command:  
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d485  

https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-bases-by-jan-14.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1948/01/06/archives/panama-evacuation-set-us-troops-to-quit-all-but-two-bases-by-jan-14.html
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d485
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In 1955, the Remón -Eisenhower Treaty was to further amend the original 1903 Treaty, 

following the election in 1952 of President José Antonio Remón Cantera, and negotiations 

began in 1953 and eventually ended on 25 January 1955.  The President did not survive to 

see the successful conclusion, having been shot and killed on 2 January1285. 

 

From the US military’s perspective, the chief achievement of the new Treaty was the US 

regained use of the airbase at Rio Hato, at least under a 15-year lease to 1970.  In 1970, 

the Government of the dictator General Omar Efrain Torrijos Herrera refused to renew 

the agreement over Rio Hato. 

 

The new Treaty also increased the annual payment due to Panama, from $430,000 to 

$1.93 million per year1286.  In addition – 

• Panama was granted the right to charge taxes to Panamanians working in the 

Canal and railroad; 

• Certain areas were returned to Panama1287; 

• The US would build a bridge over the Canal1288; 

• Local traders could sell to ships transiting the Canal; and 

• The US to prevent contraband entering Panama from the Canal Zone. 

 

Another important change was that the new Treaty finally abolished the Gold and Silver 

Roll system.  However, as explained in the Chapter on discrimination, the Canal Zone 

managed to maintain a de facto segregation/discrimination system in place until the 

1970s. 

  

 
1285  A former head of the National Police (which became the National Guard and effectively ran the country 
until the overthrow of Noriega in 1989), and the military strongman behind the scenes even before his 
election. 
1286  Allowing the Government to reduce the tax on alcoholic drinks sold to and in the Canal Zone. 
1287  Land in Punta Paitilla, Nuevo Cristobal, Playa de Colon, and the Lesseps area. 
1288  The Bridge of the Americas opened in 1964. 
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Chapter 38 

THE PCAC AND PCAN FORCES’ RADIO STATIONS 

 

At the start of the war, radio programming from America was available but only on 

shortwave, and shortwave radio sets were not generally available.  Therefore, for most 

servicemen and women there was no 

way to receive short-lived information 

such as news and sports.   

 

They were left with enemy radio 

propaganda such as Japan’s “Orphan 

Ann/Annie” (aka one of several “Tokyo 

Roses”) and the “Zero Hour” 

programme1289.  Hence why a local radio 

station doing “live from home” would be 

so fiercely supported.   

 

Enlightened commanders saw the idea 

as a terrific morale-builder. The only problem was how to actually do it.   

 

 

 
1289  One of the presenters had a sad story.  Iva Ikuko Toguri D'Aquino was an American who had become 
stranded in Japan after visiting her sick aunt, and had been refused entry back to the US after the attacks on 
Pearl Harbor and began work at Radio Tokyo as a typist.  Radio Tokyo wanted a female broadcaster for their 
“Zero Hour” programme, and Toguri was used. The show itself was a series of propaganda-tinged skits, 
biased news reports as well as popular American music to degrade morale.  Her prominence on the show led 
her to become branded one of Japan’s most notorious propagandists.  After the war, she was arrested and 
sentenced to 10 years in prison and a $10,000 fine.  However, she was later pardoned by President Ford in 
1977 and it was revealed that witnesses at her trial had been coached by the FBI and military authorities and 
perjured themselves. 
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One early solution came from within the ranks of the Army in the Canal Zone and started 

with the work of some bored but talented soldiers of the Coast Artillery Corps who in 

1940 built a couple of 50 W transmitters and put them on the air without authorisation, 

labelling them “PCAN” (Pacific Coastal 

Artillery News) and “PCAC” (Pacific 

Coastal Artillery Corps).   

 

These operated 4 hours a day, 

communicating with artillery and anti-

aircraft units.  The transmitter was located 

in the basement of the headquarters at 

Quarry Heights.  To keep listeners 

interested, the men read news and played records, and did so for over 2 years before any 

official military radio station was set up.  They were later able to receive recorded radio 

programmes on gramophone records from the US1290.  The story of the stations was told 

on a “star studded” broadcast on NBC in September 19411291. 

 

There popped up similar stations in Hawaii and the Philippines, including on the ill-fated 

island of Corregidor.  As troop numbers built up in the South Pacific, joint Allied radio 

operations were established, notably in New Zealand and Australia.  These stations were 

popular with Americans, but they also kindled an appetite for “real radio from the States”.    

 

More generally, NBC had also stepped in to provide broadcasts to the US military1292, but 

this seems to have upset senior command of the Army, and the founders of PCAC and 

 
1290  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
1291  This also led to soldiers in Alaska setting up their own station after hearing the broadcast, in October 
1941: http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
1292  Its short-wave transmissions, and recorded material for 20 locations overseas, continued to be provided 
until October 1943, when an anti-trust suit caused the Blue Network to be sold (it was to become ABC in 
1945): http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  

http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
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PCAN were transferred out of Panama (and the US federal Communications Commission 

closed down the Alaska operation, but then was forced by an outcry to licence it)1293. 

 

The PCAC shut down on 7 December 1941, due to a national emergency directive 

requiring radio silence, but restarted on 23 December under rules allowing low-powered 

stations not capable of being received more than 15 miles from land.  As all Panamanian 

radio stations had been ordered to close, PCAC and PCAN 

became the only radio station for Americans, as well as 

Panamanians1294. 

 

The Army Special Services Division (SSD) - formerly the 

Morale Services Division1295 - was tasked with live 

broadcasting and the broadcasting division of the SSD would 

become the well-known Armed Forces Radio Service (AFRS) 

in November 1943.1296 

 

In January 1943, SSD personnel were sent to take over the PCAC/PCAN operation, and the 

callsign letters were replaced by “ACA” and “ACB-20”, and the transmitters moved to 

Corozal and Fort Davis, at either end of the Zone.  In 1944, a new studio was built at 

Albrook Field and began being used in Autumn 1944, and the US Navy callsigns “WVUL”, 

“WVUB” and “WVL” adopted (the AFRS logo was only added at the end of the war). 

 
1293  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
1294  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
1295  Created in July 1940 by the War Department as the Morale Division, it was renamed in 1942.  It was 
tasked with supplying entertainment to the troops. 
1296  https://www.radioworld.com/columns-and-views/meet-the-mosquito-network  
AFRS broadcast on shortwave and sent recorded transcriptions of the shows to low-powered radio stations 
at outposts around the world. It also sent specially edited versions of popular network shows that had 
already been broadcast.  

http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
https://www.radioworld.com/columns-and-views/meet-the-mosquito-network
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 The Albrook AFRS studio 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The AFRS radio studio 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1948, AFRS acquired Building 209 in Fort Clayton, moving into new studios in 1949.  

After changes of name, and the introduction of TV programming in 1956, the eventual 

SCN (Southern Command Network – from 1963) closed with the final US departure from 

the Canal Zone in 19991297. 

 
1297  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  

http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
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Programme information from the unit newspaper, and the Albrook studios in 1947 
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Chapter 39 

TRANS-PANAMA OIL PIPELINE1298 AND PIPELINE ROAD 

 

FUEL STORAGE IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

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

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

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

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

Furthermore, the Balboa tank farm was on high ground adjoining the harbour entrance 

channel, and its tanks presented an excellent target for air attack.   

 

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

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

underground bombproof storage tanks.1299 

 

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

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

underground storage as soon as practicable1300. Plans were also considered for a pipeline 

connecting both coasts in order to replace tanker shipment through the Canal, but the 

difficulties and cost of construction caused those plans to be dropped until 1942, when 

the course of the war made it a project of vital urgency1301.   

 

The 2 sites selected for the underground storage facilities were a 1,700-acre (688 hectare) 

tract, near Cristobal, designated the Gatun farm (which, due to the needs of the war, was 

later enlarged twice in 1942-43), and an 820-acre (332 hectare) tract near Balboa, known 

 
1298  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
1299  Ibid. 
1300  Ibid. 
1301  Ibid. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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as the Arraijan farm.  Reserve storage for aviation fuel was also provided adjacent to the 

air station at Coco Solo. 

 

In 1944, the Panama Cana’s Mechanical Division was established as the operating repair 

base for the 300 War Shipping Administration tankers of the Pacific Fleet.  Balboa was the 

terminal for all Pacific Ocean tanker operations, and for any required dry docking and 

repair.  At its peak during the war there were some 300 tankers using the facilities at 

Balboa.1302 

 

The Oil Handling Plants of the Supply Department of the Canal saw increased activity 

during the war. During July 1934-June 1940, the average amount of petroleum products 

handled was around 10 million barrels, in the 5 years to June 1945 it averaged over 22.9 

million barrels, with a peak of over 35.1 million barrels in the year July 1944-June 1945.  

The principal movement was from Atlantic to Pacific, as well as to Central and South 

America.  The Navy’s trans-isthmian pipeline system used the plants as transhipment 

points from around September 19431303. 

 

TRANS-PANAMA OIL PIPELINE 

 

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

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

Pacific theatre.  

 

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

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

fleet on the Atlantic and the Caribbean, which, apart from the loss of oil involved, 

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

 
1302  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
1303  Ibid. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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needed.  These losses were regarded as a matter of grave concern in view of the oil 

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

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

tank farms1304. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

originally built and maintained by the US Navy.   The Panama Canal Commission Dredging 

Division took the Dipper Dredge Gamboa behind Monte Lirio to dig a underwater trench 

in Gatun Lake to lay the pipeline.  After a year of operation, in April 1944, work began to 

double the capacity of the pipelines, with larger-diameter pipes.  Trans-Isthmian pipeline 

was able to handle a daily flow of 265,000 barrels of fuel oil, 47,000 barrels of diesel-oil 

and 60,000 barrels of gasoline1305.  The Panama Canal Company later used it.  The old 

pipeline still sits at the bottom of Gatun Lake and in the undergrowth today1306. 

 
1304  See Annex 2 for details of the development of the fuel storage and supply systems during the war. 
1305  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
1306  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/mlindex.htm  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/mlindex.htm
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The dredger 
Gamboa passing 
through Monte 
Lirio Bridge to 
excavate a trench 
for the Trans-
Isthmian Pipeline 
through Gatun 
Lake 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PIPELINE ROAD 

 

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

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

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

attacked.  Fortunately, this particular road was never used for its intended purpose, and it 

now is a gravel road which provides excellent walking access to the 22,000 hectare 

(55,000 acre) of tropical rainforest in the Soberania National Park, and which boasts an 

impressive list of 525 species of birds and is also home to 105 species of mammals1307.  

 

 
1307  http://www.anconexpeditions.com/tours/day-tours/day-tours 

http://www.anconexpeditions.com/tours/day-tours/day-tours
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Pipeline Road nature trail in 2021 
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Chapter 40 

PANAMA CANAL COMMISSION’S OPERATIONS AND MAINTENANCE  

SYSTEMS DURING THE WAR1308 

 

THE DEPARTMENT OF OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE 

 

Marine Division – the Marine Superintendent is responsible for the transit of ships 

through the Canal, with the Port Captains at either end, pilots (all vessels, of whatever size 

must carry a Canal pilot), assessing tolls (based on a ship’s tonnage).  There were also 

numerous harbour-related activities – ship inspections, boiler services, towage and 

salvage, accident investigation, installation and maintenance of navigational aids. 

Balboa was the terminal for all Pacific Ocean tanker operations, and for any required dry 

docking and repair.  At its peak during the war there were some 300 tankers using the 

facilities at Balboa. 

 

Locks Division  

 

Mechanical Division – from 1941, there was a steady and increasing change in the nature 

of the work undertaken by this Division.  By 1945, around 85% of its workload was taken 

up by repairs and services on all types of Army and Navy craft.  The number of vessels it 

repaired grew from several hundred in 1941 to 4,377 in 1945 (declining once more, to 

3,186 in 1946). 

 

As speed was the most important factor in passing ships through the Canal, reliable and 

swift repairs were essential. 

 

 
1308  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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The Division operated 4 dry docks, which were in constant use.  In June 1945, US Navy 

floating dry dock YFD-6 transited the Canal and was installed in Balboa to augment the No 

1 Dry Dock there.  The number of ships using the dry docks rose from 185 in 1941 to a 

peak of 546 in 1945. 

 

There were also 2 marine railways. 

 

In 1944, the Division was established as the operating repair base for the 300 War 

Shipping Administration tankers of the Pacific Fleet.  Balboa was the terminal for all Pacific 

Ocean tanker operations, and for any required dry docking and repair.  At its peak during 

the war there were some 300 tankers using the facilities at Balboa.1309 

 

Municipal Engineering Division – due to work on the Third Locks Project, Special 

Improvement projects (aka Special Item Projects - see the Chapter on the defences for 

details of these SIPs), and various other war work for the Army and Navy, this Division 

grew from 1,500 employees in 1939 to a peak of 7,600. 

 

It was involved in construction of airports1310, docks, bridges, pipelines and tanks, sewers, 

drains, highways and a variety of military installations.  It took over construction of the 

highway to Rio Hato airbase from the American Bridge Company and the Public Roads 

Administration, including building 14 steel and concrete bridges of varying dimensions. 

The Division also handled municipal utilities, water, sewers and roads needed to meet the 

expanded requirements following the expansion programme1311. 

 

 
1309  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 
1310  Airfields were built in record time.  For example, in just 2½ months, in rough jungle country at Casa 
Larga, a complete airport was provided, with access roads, taxiways, bridges, barracks and other quarters, in 
addition to the necessary runway (including 4,000 feet – 1,219 metres - asphalt paved portion). 
1311  For example, water filtration capacity expanded from 16 million gallons (60.6 million litres) to 26 million 
(98.4 million litres) daily on the Pacific said, and from 9 million (34 million litres) to 14 million gallons (53 
million litres) daily on the Atlantic side. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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Electrical Division – the vital, but little publicised, work of this Division included providing 

the electrical power for all the facilities – from lights to locks.  It was also involved in ship 

repair work. 

 

In 1945, servicing of the tankers at Balboa presented a problem, as the tankers and 

landside services used different types of electrical supplies. 

 

The local telephone system was vital and involved 5 automatic exchanges.  The system 

was substantially expanded between 1940 and 1942. 

 

Dredging Division – this Division saw a growth that dated from the expansion programme 

that began in 1939-40, and particularly the start of the abortive Third Locks Project in July 

1940.  Its workforce rose from 1,030 to a peak of 3,173 in April 1943. 

 

The Division’s dipper dredge Gamboa was used to excavate a underwater trench in Gatun 

Lake to lay the Trans-Isthmian oil pipeline.  

 

In addition to the Third Locks Project, it was involved in meeting the demand for increased 

anchorage and aggregates for the various construction programmes.  This included the 

production of gravel from the Chagres River for a stockpile at Gamboa, with 22.5 million 

cubic yards (17.2 cubic metres) of material removed by dredges before the Third Locks 

Project ended. 

 

A project to widen the approach channel to Cristobal Harbour was still underway in 1946, 

to provide additional anchorage and manoeuvring area.  Another project to provide 

additional anchorage in West Limon Bay was also still in progress in 1946.1312 

 

 
1312  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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SUPPLY DEPARTMENT 

 

This was headed by the Chief Quartermaster and is responsible for the acquisition, storage 

and distribution of materials and supplies for the Canal and the Panama Railroad; as well 

as maintenance and construction of buildings, living quarters and care of associated 

grounds, storehouses, fuel oil plants and even a printing plant.  It was also responsible for 

the supply of motor transport to the various other departments and division, and the 

messes for contract labour. 

 

Division of storehouses – the operations of this Division had increased considerably in the 

expansion programme of just before and following the outbreak of war in 1941. 

Its Oil Handling Plants saw increased activity during the war. During July 1934-June 1940, 

the average amount of petroleum products handled was around 10 million barrels, in the 

5 years to June 1945 it averaged over 22.9 million barrels, with a peak of over 35.1 million 

barrels in the year July 1944-June 1945.  The principal movement was from Atlantic to 

Pacific, as well as to Central and South America.  The Navy’s trans-isthmian pipeline 

system used the plants as transhipment points from around September 1943. 

 

Building Division – almost half the new building the Division provided was for housing of 

American and “alien” employees, with new towns at Diablo, Margarita and Cocoli; and the 

expansion of existing ones at Balboa, Pedro Miguel, Gamboa, Gatun and Old Cristobal.  

About 375 new houses were built, ranging from single-family homes to 12-family 

apartment blocks, with over 100 of the latter built in the first 18 months.  5 large mess 

halls were also built tor the imported workers to use. 

 

Additional units were built for almost every department and division, with such things as 

retail commissaries, club houses, movie theatres, post offices, police and fire stations, 

gasoline stations, schools, dispensaries, gymnasiums, ball parks, tennis courts etc. 
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A large hospital was built at Margarita, Gorgas Hospital expanded and Colón Hospital 

renovated and enlarged. 

 

New construction took place for the Mechanical Division and additions to the water 

filtration system.  Additional power generation involved additional generating capacity, 

both diesel and hydro-electric. 

 

Motor Transportation Division - a Public Transportation System, with 175 privately-

owned buses on contract to the Canal Commission was organised in early 1943.  This 

provided assigned transport routes for the general public.  It was intended to meet 

increased demand, supplement transport provided by official vehicles and ferry labourers 

to and from construction sites.  It also relieved some of the pressure resulting from 

wartime petrol and tyre rationing. 

 

Commissary Division – this Division saw greatly increased volumes during the war, in 

order to meet the requirements of the civilian personnel employed by the Army, Navy, the 

Canal and the Panama Railroad, as well as contractors.   

 

It soon became apparent that the open market could not supply the volumes required, 

and arrangements were therefore made to purchases essential food items from the US 

through the Quartermaster General, and from Argentina through the British Food Mission.  

However, purchases from Central and South America (including from Panama itself, of 

course) were also an important factor. 
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HEALTH DEPARTMENT 

 

During the war, expansion of this Department saw 630 additional beds and some 20 

additional dispensaries.  The Department also had to supply complete medical services 

both onshore and on ships, and serves as a supply source for merchant shipping passing 

through the Canal. 

 

Its Quarantine and Immigration Officers also served as aides to civil and military 

intelligence. 

 

The Board of Health Laboratories carried out water analysis, tested food and carried out 

special tests for various branches of the armed services1313.  The latter tests were also for 

the US armed services throughout the Caribbean and Central and South America. 

 

  

 
1313  A veiled reference to tests that included those linked to the chemical warfare activities on the Island of  
San José?  See the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical defences of the Canal. 
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Chapter 41 

THE YAMAMOTO PLAN TO ATTACK THE CANAL 

 

As has been mentioned earlier, there had been fears that the Japanese could have 

launched an attack on the Canal using aircraft carriers, something that the attack on Pearl 

Harbor in December 1941 did nothing to dispel.   While the fear of such an attack 

diminished during the war, and the tide of war swung against the Japanese1314, there was 

in fact a definite Japanese plan to attack the Canal using aircraft, but not using aircraft 

carriers1315. 

 

In 1942, after the losses incurred in the Battle of Midway, the Imperial Japanese Navy 

lacked the capability to launch a major attack on the Canal using its aircraft carriers.  

Therefore, its commander, Admiral Yamamoto, came up with a daring plan to carry out an 

attack using aircraft carried by submarine.  The War Ministry approved the plan and in 

December 1942 issued orders for the construction of 18 very large submarines, the I-400 

Class1316.   

 

The carriage of aircraft by submarines was not a novel idea, the French and British had 

both built aircraft-carrying vessels – the British abandoning them after accidents.  The 

Japanese had even used a smaller aircraft-carrying submarine to make an attack on the US 

 
1314  In fact, the only (relatively) successful attack on the Americas by Japan involved, in an effort to bolster 
morale following the Doolittle air raid on Tokyo, plans for the use of balloons laden with high-explosive and 
incendiary bombs against US territory.  The Fu-Go project called for sending bomb-carrying balloons from 
Japan to set fire to the vast forests of the US, in particular those of the Pacific Northwest. It was hoped that 
the fires would create havoc, dampen American morale and disrupt the US war effort.  It was originally 
intended to launch these balloons from submarines stationed offshore but, when this proved to be 
impracticable, they were released from Japan itself – with some 9,000 eventually launched, but only a small 
percentage of them ever reaching the North American continent the first being reported in November 1944: 
https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-history-dept/2015/01/20/375820191/beware-of-japanese-balloon-
bombs and https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 
1315  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  
1316  400-feet (122 meters) long, 5,220 tons (4,735 tonnes) displacement.  It could travel 37,500 nautical 
miles (69,450 km) at 14 knots while surfaced, equivalent to going 1½ times around the world 
without refuelling. See also: https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-
400-foot-aircraft-launching-submarine-1.258067 

https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-history-dept/2015/01/20/375820191/beware-of-japanese-balloon-bombs
https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-history-dept/2015/01/20/375820191/beware-of-japanese-balloon-bombs
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-400-foot-aircraft-launching-submarine-1.258067
https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-400-foot-aircraft-launching-submarine-1.258067
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West Coast in 19421317, having by 1942 a fleet of 11 such vessels.  The much larger I-400 

class was intended to carry 3 monoplane floatplanes in a sealed tube-shaped container on 

the foredeck, in additional to having a gun and torpedo armament. 

 

I-400 was laid down at Kure Naval Arsenal in western Honshu on 18 January 1943.  I-401 

and I-402 were laid down at the Sasebo Naval Arsenal on western Kyushu.  I-403 was to be 

built by Kawasaki Heavy Industry Company at Kobe.  I-404 was begun in February 1944 at 

the Kure Naval Arsenal – she was sunk there inJuly 1945 by US Navy aircraft, when 90% 

complete.  Contracts for I-406 to I-417 were formally cancelled in March 1945.1318 

 

A large-scale model of the Gatun Locks was built to practice use of torpedoes, but training 

conditions proved extremely difficult. The I-400 submarines would have had to deal with 

the risk of Allied attack, as well as heavily mined waters. There were not enough 

experienced pilots for the mission and 2 Seiran were lost during training. 

 

In fact, only 1 pilot had the required torpedo experience, so it was decided that the Seiran 

would carry a single large bomb instead of a torpedo. To ensure success, pilots would fly 

their planes directly to the locks rather than risk inaccurate bomb drops. 

 

The Seiran would be painted to resemble USAAF aircraft, and would fly toward Urabá in 

Colombia and then attack at dawn, targeting the Gatun Locks. After returning to their 

launch point, the pilots would abandon their planes and swim towards their respective 

submarine(s).1319 

 

However, by mid-1943 circumstances had changed, and support for the Yamamoto plan 

had reduced (and anyway he had been killed in April 1943).  By then 6 hulls had been 

 
1317  A B1-class submarine, of 2,584 tons (2,344 tonnes) displacement, the I-25 used a E15K floatplane which 
dropped bombs on 2 occasions, setting fire to forests in Oregon. 
1318  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1319  https://www.critica.com.pa/nacional/cuando-japon-preparo-ataque-al-canal-de-panama-617766  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.critica.com.pa/nacional/cuando-japon-preparo-ataque-al-canal-de-panama-617766
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begun, but the Navy decided that no more I-400 would be laid down.  Of those begun, one 

(I-402) was to be completed as a supply/tanker submarine, and only 2 other vessels (I-400 

and I-401) were to be fully completed – although work on the I-403, I-404 and I-405 was 

begun in 1944, the building programme for the vessels was formally cancelled in March 

1945.  Construction of I-403 and I-405 had by then been suspended, and the I-404 

destroyed in an aircraft attack in 1945 when 90% complete and having been launched. 

 

Hence, only the I-400 and I-401 were available for the planned attack on the Canal, having 

been completed in December 1944 and January 1945 - the I-402 was only ready for 

operation as the war ended.   

 

The eventual plan called for the 2 large submarines to be accompanied by 2 smaller B1-

type vessels, such as had made the earlier attacks on the US (but adapted to carry 2 

floatplanes, rather than the normal single aircraft).  The aircraft to be used in the attack 

was to have been the M6A1 Seiran1320, a 2-seat, twin-float, single-engine monoplane, of 

greater capability than the biplane type used in the attacks on Oregon.   

 

Each of the I-400 Class had a watertight hangar on deck, capable of accommodating up to 

3 M6A1.  These could be launched using a 26-metre long compressed-air catapult 

mounted on the forward deck.  It was said that a well-trained crew of 4 men could roll out 

an M16A1 on a collapsible 

catapult carriage, attach 

the plane's floats and have 

it readied for flight in 

approximately 7 minutes.  

 
 
 
 Aichi M6A Seiran 

 
1320  “Seiran” translates literally as “Blizzard attacking the summit of a mountain when seen against an indigo 
blue sky”: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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The first prototype Seiran flew in November 1943, with production begun in early 1944, 

and the first operational example was ready in October 1944.  A pilot-trainer version with 

a retractable wheeled undercarriage was also developed1321. 

 

In January 1945, the 2 I-400 Class began their shakedown cruises and catapult-launch 

training.  Trials established that a notional maximum bomb or torpedo load of 800 kg 

could be carried by the M16A1.  Operational training was scheduled to begin in April 1945.   

 

The exact details of the plan to attack the Canal are not known.  However, it seems that a 

total of 10 M16A1 were to be used, 6 with torpedoes and 4 with bombs. 

 

After Germany surrendered in May 1945 the need to block the Canal, and thus prevent 

the anticipated flow of men and materials transferred to the Pacific theatre, became 

seemingly even more important.  However, in July 1945, the plan was cancelled, with the 

submarines and aircraft involved to be diverted to defence of the home islands.  The fleet 

then set sail in July 1945 for a planned attack on US aircraft carriers, but their mission was 

cancelled as they were en route, and the vessels were ordered to return to Japan. 

 

 
1321  Aichi completed the first prototype in 1943, and the Navy ordered production to start 
immediately.  The original production 44 aircraft was eventually reduced to 28  (including 2 M6A1-K 
trainers) due to the cost and war-driven material shortages, not to mention 2 major earthquakes 
and relentless bombing by B-29 bombers of Japan: https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-
canal-buster.htm  

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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US Navy sailors watch the I-400 pass by 
in Japanese waters at the of the war 

 

 

One can speculate how 

successful an attack could have 

been.  It seems likely that, had 

the submarines reached their 

objective undetected, surprise 

would have been total, as by 

1944 the aerial capability of the Imperial Japanese Navy (i.e. its aircraft carriers) had 

diminished considerably, and the perceived threat similarly reduced.  In fact, in December 

1944, a senior US Army Air Force officer flew a P-51 fighter at low-level from one end of 

the Canal to the other, without being challenged or shot at. 

 

Postwar planners 

determined that, in 

fact, a successful 

attack on the Canal 

would have actually 

required a force of the 

equivalent of 4 of the 

large Midway-class 

aircraft carriers, with their usual escorting fleet, and some 250 aircraft. 

 

In May 2008, Aviation History magazine in the US carried an excellent article on the 

project, the text of which is reproduced below1322.  

 

 
1322  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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Incidentally, as already mentioned, it is claimed that there was an abortive German plan 

that would have seen submarine-launched aircraft used to attack the Canal, but evidence 

of this appears, to say the least, scanty. 

 

There is a short National Geographic documentary (in Spanish) available online and about 

he planned Japanese attack1323. 

 

 I-400 

 
1323  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RkDNJmW6EmM  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RkDNJmW6EmM
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1324 

1325 

 
1324  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  
1325  Ibid. 

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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JAPAN’S PANAMA CANAL BUSTER 

The following is the text of a May 2008 article from Aviation History magazine, see the 

online version for some excellent photographs etc1326 

 

Had the Japanese deployed them earlier, I-400 submarines and the Seiran 

bombers they carried might have wreaked havoc on the Panama Canal and major 

U.S. coastal cities. 

 

It was 7 minutes before midnight on 28 August 1945, when a large unidentified 

object appeared on the radar screen of USS Segundo, a Balao-class submarine on 

patrol south of Japan. It had been 13 days since Japan’s surrender announcement, 

and Segundo’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Commander S.L. Johnson, was on the 

lookout for remnants of Japan’s naval fleet.   Segundo was 18 days out from Midway, 

and except for an encounter with a Japanese fishing boat, the patrol had been 

uneventful. 

 

Soon after Segundo changed course to intercept the blip, Commander Johnson and 

his men realized they were on the trail of a Japanese submarine. After tracking the 

sub for more than 4 hours, Johnson tired of the cat-and-mouse game and radioed 

for it to stop, receiving a positive acknowledgement in reply. But as  Segundo closed 

in, Johnson and his crew were literally in for a big surprise.   

 

The vessel 1,900 yards off their bow was not your average Japanese submarine; it 

was I-401, flagship of the I-400 class known as Sen-Toku, or special submarines. At 

the time I-400 were the biggest submarines ever built, and they would remain so for 

nearly 20 years after the war. The sub which Commander Johnson intercepted 

simply dwarfed Segundo. 

 

 
1326 https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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Johnson and his men were about to discover that they’d happened upon one of the 

war’s most unusual and innovative weapon systems. Not only was  I-401 bristling 

with topside weaponry, the submarine was also designed to carry, launch and 

retrieve 3 Aichi M6A1 Seiran floatplane attack bombers. In other words,  I-

401 wasn’t just a major offensive weapon in a submarine fleet used to playing 

defence — it was actually the world’s first purpose-built underwater aircraft carrier. 

 

Japan’s I-400 submarines were just over 400 feet long and displaced 6,560 tons 

when submerged. Segundo was nearly 25% shorter and displaced less than half that 

tonnage. Remarkably, I-400 could travel 37,500 nautical miles at 14 knots while 

surfaced, equivalent to going 1½ times around the world without refuel ling, 

while Segundo could travel less than 12,000 nautical miles at 10 knots surfaced.  I-

400 carried between 157 and 200 officers, crew and passengers, compared 

to Segundo’s complement of 81 men. 

 

Originally conceived in 1942 to attack US coastal cities, the I-400 submarines and 

their Seirans were central to an audacious, top-secret plan to stop the Allies’ Pacific 

advance by disguising the floatplane bombers with USAAF insignia and attacking the 

Panama Canal. It was a desperate, Hail Mary–type mission to slow the American 

advance in the closing days of World War 2. However, when the giant subs were 

finished too late in the war to be effective in stemming the Allied tide, they were 

reassigned to attack US carrier forces at Ulithi Atoll, the launch point for a 

devastating air campaign against Japan in preparation for Operation Olympic, the 

planned invasion of the island nation. 

 

But Commander Johnson and his men did not know any of this at the time because 

the US was unaware that Japan had underwater aircraft carriers and knew little 

about its powerful attack bombers. As a result, when Johnson got a good look at  I-

401, he marvelled at the “latest thing in Jap subs”. 
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After I-401 and its sister, I-400, surrendered in August 1945, US officials were 

similarly staggered by their size, long-range capability and ability to carry and launch 

floatplane bombers. The Allies had nothing comparable in their fleet. Had the I-400 

been built just 6 months earlier and succeeded in their mission, they could have 

thrown a major wrench into the Allied advance, giving Japan valuable time to 

regroup and rearm. 

 

The Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, which has restored the last 

surviving Aichi M6A1, calls the I-400–class subs and their Seirans “an ingenious 

blend of aviation and marine technology”. In other words, it was a state-of-the-art 

sub with a similarly sophisticated plane designed to inflict serious damage. 

 

The I-400 boasted a maximum speed of 18.75 knots surfaced, or 6.5 knots 

submerged. They could dive to a depth of 330 feet, shallower than most US subs at 

the time, and had a draft of 23 feet — fairly deep but hardly surprising given the 

vessel’s size. 

 

Nevertheless, the I-400 were to submarines what the Yamato-class was to 

battleships. They carried Type 95 torpedoes, a smaller version of the Type 93 Long 

Lance torpedoes, the most advanced used by any navy in the war. The oxygen-

powered 95s travelled nearly 3 times farther than the US Mark 14, carried more 

explosive punch, left virtually no wake and were the second-fastest torpedoes built 

during the war (Type 93 were the fastest). They were launched from 8 21-inch 

forward torpedo tubes, 4 on each side (2 upper and 2 lower). Unlike US 

submarines, I-400 had no aft torpedo tubes, which could prove a shortcoming in 

certain situations, but topside they were all business, with a 5.5-inch rear-facing 

deck gun, 3 triple-barrel 25mm anti-aircraft guns on top of the aircraft hangar and a 

single 25mm gun on the bridge. 



660 
 

 

The most innovative aspect of the I-400, however, was their role as underwater 

aircraft carriers. Each packed 3 Seirans in a huge, 115-foot-long watertight hangar 

that projected from the bridge structure onto the deck. The hangar was so large 

that the conning tower had to be offset 7 feet to port of centreline to accommodate 

it. The hangar in turn was offset 2 feet to starboard to compensate for its size. A 

massive hydraulic hangar door opened onto a 120-foot-long compressed-air 

catapult that launched the Seirans. A collapsible hydraulic crane lifted the planes 

back on board for hangar storage. It was the unusual, bulbous shape of  I-401’s 

hangar that especially captured the interest of Johnson and his men. 

 

In a recent interview at his son’s home outside Tokyo, Lt. Cmdr. Nobukiyo Nambu, 

who captained I-401, said the I-400 were manoeuvrable for their size. “I-401’s 

manoeuvrability under the sea was no different than other subs, though it had a 

greater turning radius on the surface”, recalled the 97-year-old, who is surprisingly 

tall for a submarine captain and still maintains an erect bearing.  

 

Born in 1911, Nambu is a living history lesson. Though he walks with a cane and is 

hard of hearing, he recently authored a successful book about his adventures 

aboard I-401. His navy career began with a scholarship to Eta jima, Japan’s naval 

academy, attending submarine school and graduating as a member of class number 

62. Nambu served as the chief torpedo officer on I-17 during the Pearl Harbor attack 

and later shelled Santa Barbara in February 1942, an incident that became the basis 

for Steven Spielberg’s movie 1941. After the war he served in Japan’s Maritime Self 

Defense Force, achieving the rank of rear admiral. 

 

Lieutenant Muneo Bando, Nambu’s chief navigator and a sometime observer aboard 

a Seiran, remembered I-401 as harder to navigate than a smaller sub. He said the big 

boat required a kilometer to stop and the crew experienced a 30-second delay in re-
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sponse to steering commands. But I-400 gained a reputation for riding smoothly in 

rough seas due to their double hull construction — essentially 2 large steel tubes 

laid side by side. 

 

The I-400 were specifically designed as underwater aircraft carriers to support the 

M6A1 Seiran, designed by Aichi’s chief engineer, Toshio Ozaki, and built in the 

company’s Nagoya factory. The Seiran was intended to strike directly at the US 

mainland. Unlike previous submarine-based aircraft designed for reconnaissance or 

defensive measures, it was a purely offensive weapon built to command respect.  

 

In the book I-400: Japan’s Secret Aircraft-Carrying Strike Submarine, Lieutenant Ta-

dashi Funada, a test pilot who flew the first Seiran prototype, is cred ited with 

naming the aircraft. The name Seiran is composed of 2 Japanese words that can be 

translated as “storm out of a clear sky”. According to the authors, Lieutenant 

Funada’s hope was that the bomber would gain the key element of surprise by 

suddenly seeming to appear out of nowhere. 

 

Aichi completed the first Seiran prototype in the fall of 1943, and the Imperial 

Japanese Navy was happy enough with the result to order production to start 

immediately. The original production goal of 44 aircraft was eventually reduced to 

28 (including 2 M6A1-K trainers) due to the cost and war-driven material shortages, 

not to mention 2 major earthquakes and relentless bombing by B-29, both of which 

damaged Aichi’s factory. 

 

Former Lieutenant Atsushi Asamura, the leader of Squadron Number 1, which was 

responsible for the planned attack on the Panama Canal, confirmed the difficulties 

surrounding Seiran production. Interviewed in his Tokyo apartment, the 86-year-old 

former pilot said, “The Seirans that were custom-built were of good quality, but as 

they scaled back production the quality became poor due to material shortages and 
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difficult manufacturing conditions”. In fact, many of the Aichi employees 

responsible for building the Seirans were high school students.  

 

Nevertheless, Lieutenant Asamura, who remains fit and speaks in a strong voice, 

recalled the Seiran as “a good performance aircraft,” confirming its reputation as 

streamlined and responsive, with excellent attack power. “It was a versatile plane 

since it was both an attack bomber and had long distance range” , Asamura said, 

illustrating the Seiran’s easy handling by holding his arms out like wings, then 

grabbing an imaginary stick. “But there was no big difference in how it handled a 

sea landing compared to other planes”. 

 

Asamura also recalled that the Seiran’s liquid-cooled engine provided pilots with 

much better visibility than the bulkier and more common air-cooled engines in use 

at the time. The Atsuta 30 series 12-cylinder inverted Vee engine (Japan’s version of  

a German Daimler-Benz DB 601A) delivered 1,400 hp, and its liquid-cooled design 

meant it didn’t need as much warm-up time as an air-cooled engine, so the plane 

could launch faster. Given the danger subs faced on the surface, this was a distinct 

advantage. 

 

The Seiran featured a metal frame construction with a riveted metal fuselage and 

triple-blade propeller. It required a crew of 2: a pilot and an observer who sat in a 

tandem configuration. The observer served as radio operator and navigator, also 

manning the flexible rear-facing 13mm machine gun, which flipped up from a recess 

in the fuselage and locked into place for firing. The aircraft carried either a 551  lb 

bomb with its floats attached or a 1,764 lb bomb (or torpedo) without floats. The 

heavier ordnance meant that the pilot would have to ditch the plane upon his 

return, or it was a one-way suicide mission. 

 



663 
 

By necessity, the Seiran had hydraulically-folding wings similar to the Grumman F6F 

Hellcat’s that rotated 90 degrees to ensure the aircraft fit inside its small, tubelike 

hangar, which was only 11 feet 6 inches in diameter. Part of the horizontal stabilizer 

and the tip of the vertical stabilizer also folded down to accommodate the tight fit. 

The plane’s floats were detachable and stored separately, as were their support 

pylons and spare parts. 

 

One of the key requirements of the Seiran was that it could be rolled out on a dolly, 

assembled by its ground crew and launched in a very short time. Reports vary on 

how fast this could be accomplished. According to Commander Nambu, intensive 

training enabled the I-401 crew to launch 3 planes within 45 minutes. But Nambu 

also noted that given the rough handling the Seirans received during sea launches 

and landings, it was difficult to keep all 3 in good operating condition at the same 

time. 

 

The Smithsonian notes the Seirans had “interesting design features built in…that 

ranged in engineering quality from the ingenious to the seemingly absurd” . The fact 

that some of the floatplane’s parts were painted with luminescent paint for night 

assembly certainly has to fall into the former category. Lieutenant Asamura claimed 

the Seiran cost “50 times more than a Zero to produce,” and though it’s not possible 

to confirm the exact cost clearly they were expensive to manufacture.  

 

Although some German and British submarines had carried reconnaissance aircraft 

on their decks during World War I, Japan was the only nation to use submarine -

launched aircraft in WW2. At the beginning of the war, it had approximately 63 

oceangoing subs, 11 carrying 1 catapult-launched reconnaissance plane each. Even-

tually, Japan would expand this to a total of 41 aircraft-carrying subs. 
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Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander in chief of the Combined Fleet and 

architect of the Pearl Harbor attack, gets credit for the I-400 class of submarines 

and its Seiran bomber, though I-401’s Commander Nambu says the actual idea for 

an underwater aircraft carrier probably originated from lower down in the 

command structure. Admiral Yamamoto’s vision in 1942 was for the underwater 

aircraft carriers to launch their Seiran attack bombers against US coastal cities such 

as Washington, New York, San Francisco and Los Angeles, to deliver a Doolittle -like 

blow to American morale. 

 

The original plan was to build 18 I-400–class subs, but after Yamamoto was 

ambushed and killed by Lockheed P-38 Lightnings in April 1943, the guiding hand 

behind the I-400 was gone. Construction plans were scaled back to 9 vessels, due in 

part to steel shortages. Actual construction began on 5 subs but was later reduced 

to 3, of which only 2 (I-400 and I-401) made it into service. A third, I-402, was 

converted into a fuel tanker and completed in July 1945 but never saw active duty. 

 

Final design plans for the underwater aircraft carriers were finished by May 1942, 

and construction on the first sub (I-400) began at Kure’s dockyards in January 

1943. I-401’s construction quickly followed. By 30 December 1944, I-400 was 

complete, and I-401 was completed less than 2 weeks later. Both subs immediately 

deployed for their shakedown cruises. 

 

In December 1944, the Imperial Japanese Navy organized the 1 st Submarine Flotilla 

and 631st Kokutai (Air Corps), with Captain Tatsunoke Ariizumi commanding both 

units. The force consisted of I-400, I-401 and 2 AM-class submarines, I-13 and I-14, 

which were smaller and carried 2 Seirans each, for a total of 10 Seiran bombers. An 

experienced naval officer from a distinguished military family, Ariizumi and had 

been in charge of the midget sub attacks at Pearl Harbor.  
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In March 1945, Vice Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa, vice chief of the navy general staff, 

toyed with a plan to use the Seirans to unleash biological weapons on a US West 

Coast city in revenge for the firebombing of Tokyo. The notorious Japanese Unit 731 

had already conducted successful experiments in Manchuria using rats infected with 

bubonic plague and other diseases to kill Chinese citizens. But the operation was 

cancelled later that month by General Yoshijiro Umezu, chief of the army general 

staff, who declared, “Germ warfare against the United States would escalate to war 

against all humanity”. Instead, the Japanese decided to target the Panama Canal. 

By 1945 there was little doubt among the Japanese that the war was going badly. If 

Germany was defeated, the Allies would be on their doorstep next. The Panama 

Canal was a major transshipment point for war materiel essential to the Pacific 

theatre. Closing it off would slow down if not stop the Allied advance, which would 

give Japan much-needed breathing room. As a result, the plan to attack the Canal, 

drain Gatun Lake and block Allied shipping made strategic sense. 

 

Japanese engineers had helped to build the Canal, so Japan had construction plans 

to work from. Since Japanese carriers couldn’t get close enough to attack without 

being discovered, the 1st Submarine Flotilla and 631st Koku-tai were selected for the 

task. 

The 4 submarines were to leave Japan in June 1945 and surface 100 miles off the 

coast of Ecuador, where they would launch their 10 Seirans at night. The Seirans, 

painted to resemble USAAF planes, would fly north-east over Colombia, turn west 

over the Caribbean, then attack from the north at dawn, torpedoing the Gatun 

locks. After returning to their launch point, the pilots would ditch their planes and 

swim to their respective subs. 

 

Before I-400 and I-401 crews could begin training for the mission, however, the 

Japanese had to deal with a severe fuel shortage resulting from the Allies’ sinking 

their tankers. The I-400 did not have enough diesel to complete their mission, so I-
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401, disguised as a frigate with a false funnel, was ordered to Manchuria to get 

more fuel. On 12 April, shortly after departure, it was damaged by a mine and had 

to return to port for repairs, but I-400 was sent in its place and returned with the 

necessary fuel. 

 

By 4 June, the sister submarines had arrived in Nanao Bay for battle training. There 

the crews practised speeding up the assembly of the Seirans, night catapult 

launches, and submerging and surfacing the submarines in preparation for launches.  

 

“The sub’s pitching and rolling made catapult launches difficult ; the navigator had to 

time it just right”, Lieutenant Asamura remembered. “Nevertheless, compressed air 

made it a smoother launch than catapults that used gunpowder” . Asamura also 

recalled the importance of launching against the wind to make sure the Seiran got 

enough lift. As a result, he said, “It could be dangerous if the wind direction changed 

on you during a catapult launch”. 

 

A full-scale mock-up of the Gatun locks was constructed to practice Seiran torpedo 

runs, but training conditions proved extremely difficult. The I-400 had to deal with 

relentless Allied bombing and strafing as well as heavily mined waters. There were 

not enough experienced pilots for the mission, and 2 Seirans were lost during 

training. In fact, only 1 pilot had the requisite torpedo experience, so it was decided 

the Seirans would carry a single large bomb instead of a torpedo. To ensure success, 

the pilots would fly their aircraft directly into the locks rather than risk inaccurate 

bomb drops. 

 

Born in Osaka in 1922, Asamura now lives in Tokyo’s Nezu section in a high-rise 

apartment with his wife. A small, balding man, he has an interest in history and a 

fair understanding of English.  Asamura remembered that for the pilots, “life on a 

submarine was 180 degrees different than fly ing in the air. You couldn’t tell night 
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from day on the sub, so I never knew what meal I should be eating” . But he also 

noted that though they ate canned rather than fresh food, there was enough to go 

around, which often wasn’t the case for the Japanese army. Pilots had no duties to 

perform on the sub, and he recalled that crew relations were good.  

 

Asamura said the Panama Canal mission was an open secret among I-401’s crew. But 

with the US already positioning an enormous armada of ships, aircraft and troop 

transports in the Pacific for the planned invasion of Japan, the Japanese navy’s high 

command decided the Seirans should attack US carriers at Ulithi Atoll instead of the 

Canal. 

 

Captain Ariizumi was disappointed that the Panama mission had been cancel led and 

argued the decision with his superior officers. According to Captain Zenji Orita in his 

1976 book I-Boat Captain, Ariizumi was told, “A man does not worry about a fire he 

sees on the horizon when other flames are licking at his kimono sleeve!” . 

 

Asamura recalled that he was not disappointed at the change in mission objective 

despite the intensive preparation because he knew the situation. “I understood the 

importance of the Panama mission, but the US was on our doorstep and that was 

more imperative,” he said. 

 

I-400 and I-401 received orders on 25June for a t2wo-part operation. The first phase 

was called Hikari (light). I-13 and I-14 were to offload 4 Nakajima C6N1 Saiun 

reconnaissance aircraft at Truk Island, where the planes would scout the US fleet at 

Ulithi and relay target information to I-400 and I-401. The second part of the 

operation, called Arashi (storm), involved the 2 I-400 launching their 6 Seirans to 

carry out kamikaze attacks on the US carriers and troop transports in coordination 

with Kaiten (manned torpedoes). 
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Fake US markings were applied to the Seirans on 21 July, and 2 days later I-

400 and I-401 set out following separate routes to reduce their chance of discovery. 

The mission, however, was plagued by problems. En route, a Japanese shore battery 

accidentally shelled I-401, and I-13, carrying 2 of the Nakajima surveillance planes, 

was sunk, most likely by an US destroyer. Additionally, I-400 failed to pick up a 

crucial radio message, which led to its missing its rendezvous with I-401. As a result, 

the attack was postponed until 25 August, giving the 2 submarines time to regroup. 

 

I-401’s Commander Nambu recalled picking up Allied broadcasts on  14 August an-

nouncing that Japan would soon surrender, but he did not believe them at the time, 

assuming they were either propaganda or a trick. Even when Emperor Hirohito 

made his 15 August radio broadcast asking the Japanese people to “endure the 

unendurable”, the captain and lieutenant commander debated whether to continue 

the mission, return to Japan or scuttle the ship. Asamura said he missed the 

emperor’s surrender announcement because he was sleeping at the time, but was 

not surprised that Japan had to surrender as he knew the war was going badly. 

 

Some of I-401’s crew wanted to go ahead with the plan to attack US forces at Ulithi. 

In fact, Nambu said that even after I-401 received specific instructions cancelling the 

operation and ordering the submarine back to Japan, some crew members wanted 

to keep the submarine and become pirates instead. 

 

Finally, I-401’s crew hoisted the black triangular surrender flag and on 26 August 

fired all of its torpedoes. The crew destroyed its codes, logs, charts, manua ls and 

secret documents, and after punching holes in the Seirans’ floats, either pushed or 

catapulted them into the sea. I-400 surrendered on 27 August on its way back to 

Japan, and 2 days later I-401 encountered USS Segundo. 
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Captain Ariizumi appointed Lieutenant Bando, I-401’s chief navigator, to negotiate 

the surrender of his flagship to Segundo, in part because Bando spoke some English. 

Despite the Japanese navigator’s English training, however, Commander Johnson 

wrote in his war patrol report that he and Bando “held a doubtful conversation…in 

baby talk plus violent gestures”. 

 

Johnson initially responded with disbelief to Bando’s assertion that  I-401 carried 

200 men, stating, “This could quite possibly be an error on his part, as I think th e 

war interrupted English instruction”. But of course, Bando’s figure was correct. 

Bando remembered Captain Ariizumi becoming impatient with the surrender 

negotiations, preferring to scuttle the submarine and have the officers and crew 

commit suicide. Johnson was also concerned about the possibility of mass suicide 

aboard the sub, but after some haggling, terms were agreed upon and a prize crew 

from Segundo boarded I-401, checked that there were no torpedoes left, chained 

the hatches open to prevent the sub from diving and accompanied it on its return to 

Japan. 

 

At 0500 hours on 31August, the US flag was hoisted aboard I-401 and Commander 

Nambu delivered 2 samurai swords as a symbol of surrender to Lieutenant J.E. 

Balson, Segundo’s executive officer and prize crew chief. Shortly thereafter, Ariizumi 

shot himself in his cabin with a pistol; his body was subsequently buried at sea. “It 

was a small boat,” Asamura said. “Everyone knew the commander had killed 

himself”. 

Nambu recalled that the officers and crew of I-401 “received gentle treatment by 

the US Navy after the surrender”. Bando noted that Johnson even invited him to 

visit the US after the war. 
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Escorted by Segundo, I-401 sailed to Yokosuka in Tokyo Bay, where it officially 

surrendered to the US The sub was stricken from the Imperial Japanese Navy’s 

active-duty roster on 15 September. 

 

The I-400 submarines only saw 8 months of service from their launch to their 

surrender, and the Seirans likely never flew in combat. But the US Navy was so 

impressed by the underwater aircraft carriers that it decided they merited further 

study. On 11 December 1945, I-400 and I-401 sailed with an US prize crew of 4 

officers and 40 enlisted men (as well as a load of smuggled Japanese war souvenirs 

in I-400’s hangar) from Yokosuka to Pearl Harbor. They were escorted by a 

submarine rescue vessel, and after an uneventful trip arrived in Pearl on 6 January 

1946. 

 

According to the late Thomas O. Paine, who served as executive officer and 

navigator during I-400’s trip to Pearl Harbor, the absence of manuals for the  I-400 

did not stop US crews from figuring out how to operate the subs because “Japanese 

submarine design…followed fairly standard practice” . In an unpublished memoir, 

Paine wrote that the prize crews developed their own drawings and colour codes 

for I-400’s operating systems as well as “learned under the critical eyes of Japanese 

petty officers”. 

 

Paine explained that I-400’s interior included a “large torpedo room, chief’s 

quarters, radio shack, capacious wardroom featuring fine wooden cabinet work, a 

Shinto shrine, officer’s staterooms, and a large control room” . He also described the 

sub’s aft crew compartment as having “raised wooden decks polished like a dance 

floor—you took your shoes off before walking there”. 

 

Both were extensively studied at Pearl, though the Navy never tried submerging 

either one. When the Soviets asked for access to the I-400 as part of an information-
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sharing agreement, US officials decided to prevent them from obtaining potentially 

disruptive technology by scuttling the submarines. I-402 was sunk off Japan’s Goto 

Island in April 1946, and I-401 was torpedoed by the submarine Cabezon and sunk 

off Pearl Harbor on 31 May. I-400 quickly followed it to the bottom. 

 

In March 2005, the Hawaii Undersea Research Laboratory, using 2 deep-diving 

submersibles, located I-401 off the coast of Kalaeloa in 2,665 feet of water. The 

main hull sits upright on the bottom. The bow is broken off just forward of the 

airplane hangar, and the “I-401” designation is still clearly visible on the conning 

tower. Otherwise, it appears in remarkably good condition. I-400 and I-402 have yet 

to be found. 

 

Nambu, who knows that his old submarine command has been rediscovered on the 

ocean floor, believes I-401 and its Seirans comprised a strategic weapon. But though 

he feels the Panama Canal bombing mission was an objective worthy of his flagship 

sub, he thinks the mission would have needed to occur at least a year earlier than 

planned in order to be truly effective. 

 

Some reports have suggested that the I-400 submarines’ technology was 

incorporated into future US submarine innovations like the Regulus sub-launched 

missile programme, much as Wernher von Braun’s V-2 program became the 

backbone of future US ballistic missile and space programmes. Though this may give 

the technology more credit than it warrants, the underwater aircraft carriers were 

clearly superior in important ways to submarines at the time. 

 

And though Nambu is proud of what he accomplished in defence of his country; he 

feels Japan did not make full strategic use of submarines during World War 2. “Subs 

were not meant to be deployed as cargo carriers” , he said, referring to the many 
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missions in which submarines were used to provide supplies to the Japanese army 

on remote island outposts. “Subs were meant to attack” . 

 

Fortunately for the US, I-401 and its Seirans never got the chance. 

 

John Geoghegan, who frequently writes about marine and aviation adventure and 

exploration, is a director of the SILOE Research Institute in Marin County, California. 

Additional reporting for this article was done by Takuji Ozasayama.  

Further reading: I-400: Japan’s Secret Aircraft-Carrying Strike Submarine, by Henry 

Sakaida, Gary Nila and Koji Takaki. 

“Japan’s Panama Canal Buster” originally appeared in the May 2008 issue 

of Aviation History Magazine.  

 

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  

 

 

  

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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Chapter 42 

THE WARTIME PRESIDENTS   

 

DR ARNULFO ARIAS MADRID 

 

Dr Arnulfo Arias Madrid was a politician, doctor and write who served on 3 occasions as 

President – from 1940 to 1941, 1949-51 and for 11 days in October 19681327.  His brother 

was also a President, for 13 days in January 1931 and from 1932 to 1936, but the brothers 

fell out during the 1930s, leading Arnulfo to run for the office himself.   

 

From the 1920s, despite studying medicine in the 

US (including at Harvard), he led the nationalist 

Patriotic Communal Action organisation, opposed 

to US influence.   

 

In the 1930s, Panama, like most countries of the 

Western world, was suffering economic 

depression. Until that time, Panamanian politics 

had remained a competition among individuals and families within a club - specifically, the 

Union Club of Panama City.  The first exception to this succession was Harmodio Arias 

Madrid (who was unrelated to an aristocratic family of the same Arias name) who was 

elected to as President in 1932.  A mestizo1328 from a poor family in the provinces, he had 

attended the London School of Economics and had gained prominence through writing a 

book that attacked the Monroe Doctrine1329. 

 
1327  It has been said that Arnulfo Arias was elected to the Presidency at least 3 times after 1940 (or perhaps 
4 or 5 times if, as many believe, the vote counts of 1964 and 1984 were fraudulent), but he was never 
allowed to serve a full term:  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 
1328   A term that originally referred to a person of combined European and indigenous American descent, 
regardless of where the person was born. The term was used as an ethnic/racial category for mixed-race 
castes that evolved during the Spanish Empire. 
1329  Panama. A Country Study, edited by Sandra W. Meditz and Dennis M. Hanratty (Federal Research 
Division, Library of Congress), 1987: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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In 1931, Arnulfo led the coup that placed his brother Harmodio in office1330, subsequently 

serving in cabinet and diplomatic posts.   

President Harmodio Arias and his successor, John 
Demostenes Arosemena Barreatti.  The latter was 
President from 1936 to 16 December 19391331 

 

 

 

 

Harmodio and his brother Arnulfo entered 

the political arena through a movement 

known as Community Action (Acción 

Communal). Its following was primarily 

mestizo middle class, and its mood was 

anti-oligarch and anti-American1332.  

Harmodio Arias Madrid was the first 

Panamanian president to institute relief 

efforts for the isolated and impoverished 

countryside. He later established the 

University of Panama, which became the focal point for the political articulation of 

middleclass interests and nationalistic zeal. 1333 

 
See also The Legacy of the Three Presidencies of Arnulfo Arias Madrid by Sandra Blackman (Loma Linda 
University Electronic Theses, Dissertations & Projects), 1985: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
1330  The first successful golpe de estado (coup) in Panamanian history, which overthrew the government of 
President Florencio Harmodio Arosemena. 
1331  He died while President and was briefly succeeded by Ezequiel Fernández Jaén who was his second 
Vice-President until the first Vice-President, Augusto Samuel Boyd, who was Panamanian ambassador to the 
US, could return to Panama.  Boyd handpicked his intended successor, whom Arias Madrid defeated in the 
1940 election. 
1332  Acción Communal (predecessor to the Panameñista) had a nationalist and anti-US platform, with the 
slogan “Patriotismo, Acción, Euidad y Disciplina” (“Patriotism, Action, Equality and Discipline”), and arguing 
that non-Panamanians were “willing to enrich themselves to the detriment of national citizens and erase the 
characteristic elements of Panamanian national identity”: Latin America During World War II, edited by 
Thomas M. Leonard, John F Bratzel (Bowman & Littlefield Inc), 2007. 
1333  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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By 1932, Panama, like the rest of the world, had become a victim of Great Depression.  

Despite the apparent and nearby large market in the Canal Zone, Panamanian 

businessmen could not compete with the commissaries, and also lost out because of the 

contraband material from the Canal Zone.  In addition, the large number of jobless former 

Canal labourers exacerbated the country's unemployment problem.  After examining 

other options, the President decided any easing of the country’s problems depended on a 

greater participation of Panamanians in the benefits afforded by the Canal1334.  However, 

Panama also benefited from a negotiated increase in the annual rental paid by the US from 

$250,000 to $430,000. 

 

During 1934-38, Arnulfo Arias Madrid served as minister (ambassador) to Italy.  It is said 

that while serving in Europe he developed his pro-fascist political views.  Perhaps so, for at 

some time in his stay he met with Adolf Hitler and was believed to have reached an 

understanding concerning Isthmian relationships with Berlin and Rome before returning 

to Panama in 19381335. 

 

He was elected President by a landslide in 1940, as the candidate for the National 

Revolutionary Party (PNR) – which became the Panameñista Party, which still exists today, 

in the mid-1940s.  He headed a mass movement known as Panamefiismo.  Its essence was 

nationalism, which in Panama's situation meant opposition to US hegemony1336.  Arias 

Madrid aspired to rid the country of non-Hispanics (which meant not only North 

Americans, but also West Indians1337, Chinese, Hindus, and Jews – see Annex 7 below for 

more on discrimination in Panama).  He also seemed susceptible to the influence of Nazi 

and fascist agents. 

 
1334  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
1335  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
1336  Among the consequences of his campaigns, banks such as the National City Bank and Chase National 
Bank found themselves compelled to move their offices to the Canal Zone: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535.   
1337  The US refused to deport the West Indians and other non-Hispanics  

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
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The election win was the 

second time the Arias 

brothers had challenged 

the country’s oligarchy and had won.  The political system was corrupt, and generally only 

those candidates with certain personal or familial connections were elected.  The 

members of this clique all belonged to the exclusive Union Club of Panama City.  The Arias 

brothers, however, existed outside of this Union Club circle. Dr Ricardo Alfaro, the 

opponent1338, had headed a coalition of liberals and socialists and Arias Madrid defeated 

Alfaro only after a series of disorders incited by his followers caused Alfaro to be 

discredited and to withdraw from the race1339. 

 

 

 

 

 
1338  He would return as foreign minister under Arias Madrid’s successor, helped to draft the 1942 bases 
agreement, and resigned in protest over plans to grant the US what he regarded as excessive control over 
sites postwar (see Annex 14). 
1339  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
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In 1941, an official memorandum sent by the US Ambassador described the situation in 

Panama under Arias Madrid as follows – 

“what has developed in Panama is about as near an approach to Hitlerism as the 

characteristics of Latin Americans and the peculiar circumstances affecting Panama 

could be expected to permit”1340.  

 

During 1941, Arias Madrid introduced a law prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving 

anyone of the Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  

The inherent anti-Semitism appeared to continue in the Government under the following 

President De La Guardia.  Aria Madrid also promulgated a law to protect the integrity of 

the Spanish language, which he felt to be a symbol of Panamanian sovereignty vis a vis the 

Americans1341. However, the new Constitution introduced by Aris Madrid guaranteed 

freedom of speech, press, assembly, and religion, while recognising the Roman Catholic 

religion as that of the majority of the population1342 (see Chapter 43 on Constitutions for 

more information about the 1941 Constitutions). 

 
1340https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1
&article=2131&context=masters-theses 
1341  Ironically, at the time the country’s major newspaper was published in English, with a Spanish language 
supplement.  The President persuaded the family owning the newspaper to reverse this situation. 
1342  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-09/constitucion%201941.pdf (in Spanish) 

https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-09/constitucion%201941.pdf
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The inauguration of Arias Madrid in 1940, including the main stand at the Juan Demóstenes Arosemena 
Olympic Stadium on 1 October 

 

In 1941, Life Magazine carried an article in which it was said that, after his election in the 

previous Autumn, Dr Arias Madrid had adopted a strong nationalist, "Panama for 

Panamanians" policy, and it said that he did not seem disposed to help the US1343.  

 

On 14 February 1941, the National Assembly passed a Law barring aliens from the 

operation of all retail businesses, with citizenship a prerequisite. At the time foreigners 

owned most of the country's retail stores, with the greatest proportion of the bars and 

many other establishments for the sale of liquor owned by Americans, who were also 

involved in other branches of the retail trade.  The Law also affected foreign restaurant 

and hotel owners and Chinese, Jews, and East Indians operated many grocery, dry goods, 

and general stores in towns and villages throughout the country.  Of this group the 

Chinese would be hardest hit. The new Law also banned foreigners from operating as 

commission merchants and fuel distributors1344. 

 

 
1343  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 
1344  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
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Arias Madrid also attempted to create a police state by revamping the National Guard in 

December 1940, a force that was to eventually play a key role in deposing him1345. 

 

Americans were by no means the only ones in Panama who were anxious to be rid of Arias 

Madrid.  Even his brother, Harmodio, urged the US Embassy to move against him and US 

officials made no attempt to conceal their relief when the National Police, took advantage 

of Arias Madrid's temporary absence from the country1346 to depose him in October 

19411347. 

 

Despite being ousted in 1941, he ran unsuccessfully for President in 1949 as a coalition 

candidate, only for the National Assembly to declare in 1949 that he had actually won.  

Taking office, he suspended the constitution (which he himself had only enacted in his 

previous term as President) and set up a secret police force, before being overthrown 

again in 1951 as rampant corruption dogged the country.   

 

When, in November 1949, and with the aid of José Antonio “Chichi” Remón Cantera, chief 

of the National Police1348 (and a future President, succeeding the overthrown Arias Madrid 

in 1952)1349, Arias Madrid regained the Presidency, claiming that he had actually won the 

1948 election, his opponents fled, with former Presidents La Guardia and Jimenez seeking 

sanctuary in the Canal Zone.1350 

 
1345  In 1947, in more political unrest, including among students, at least partly resulting from agitation by 
Arias Madrid, the National Police became prominent, and that year is said to mark the emergence of what 
was to become the National Guard as political arbiter in Panama for much of the postwar years: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
1346  He was said to have left to visit his oculist in Havana (though his mistress, Cuban artist, Anita de la Vega 
also was there).  He also failed to inform the National assembly, as his new 1941 Constitution required – 
when asked his wife said he was deep sea fishing, and his secretary said he was visiting the San Blas 
indigenous people reservation: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
1347  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
1348  And “power behind the throne” from 1947.  He turned the National Police into the National Guard in 
1953. 
1349  Somewhat ironic, as it was the National police that had deposed Arias Madrid in 1941. 
1350  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://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
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
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The “new” Arias Madrid was noticeably less anti-American in his utterances than 

previously, and later even backed US policies over the Korean War.  However, he returned 

to the grievances which had been dormant since the war – studies for a bridge or tunnel 

to traverse the Canal at Balboa, completion of a 1940 study into the contraband trade 

with the Canal Zone, and the US meeting its 1942 commitment to pay a third of the 

maintenance costs of highways used by the US Army.  Even the eventually forced removal 

(again) of Arias Madrid 19511351 did not stop the grievances rumbling on.1352 

 

He tried a further unsuccessful comeback in 1964, but then won the 1968 elections as 

leader of a 5-party coalition.  This time, after attempting to gain control of the National 

Assembly and the Supreme Court, as well as trying to restructure command of the 

National Guard, he was ousted once more, fleeing to the Canal Zone after only 11 days, 

and thence travelling to the US.   

 

He returned home in 1978 and tried again to become President in 1984, at the age of 83.  

However, when exit polls showed that he had a substantial lead, the government under 

General Noriega halted the count and declared that their candidate had won and, once 

more, Arias Madrid fled the country.  He died in Miami in 19881353.  

 

ALLEGED KILLING OF JEWS UNDER ARIAS MADRID 

 

During the war, US diplomatic reports reported that President Arias Madrid, “had built at 

least one concentration camp” to isolate Jewish refugees.  These papers are said to be in 

the US National Archive, and add to the rumours of the death of at least Jews of Swiss 

 
1351  He resigned after a street battle between his supporters and opponents left 3 dead and 40 injured.  
Unfortunately, for him, the National Police sided with his opponents and on 11 May, he and wife found 
themselves in the jail (in his case, back in the same jail he had briefly been incarcerated in 1941). 
1352  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  
1353  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm 

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
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm
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origin during the short-lived Presidency of Aris Madrid in 1940-41.  Such allegations have 

been rejected by both the Panamanian Government and supporters of the ex-President. 

 

However, Arias Madrid had served as “Minister Plenipotentiary” to Germany during the 

Nazis rule in the 1930s, and was said to have an admiration for such authoritarian 

governments.  It is true that his 1941 Constitution (see the Chapter concerned with the 

1946 Constitution and associated disputes) is said to have had authoritarian overtones, 

and he had employed both racist as well as anti-American language and actions.  In 1941, 

he introduced a law prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving anyone of the Jewish 

faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  New laws also imposed 

limits on various ethnic groups from obtaining citizenship, and barred those of Chinese, 

Jewish and Arab origin of owning businesses, shops and property1354. 

 

In mid-1941, it was alleged that a special squad of police, said to be Guatemalans, 

undertook a special operation and, in some confusion, shots were fired and, according to 

press reports, 12 people died.  However, other reports put the death toll at 50. 

 

In 1984, Arias Madrid (then seeking election once more) said that the police captain said 

to be involved was, “acting on his own initiative, had killed several members of a religious 

community”. 

 

It was claimed that 32,000 hectares of land, formerly owned by those killed, had passed 

into the ownership of Arias Madrid which, at the time of his death, was still to be in his 

ownership1355. 

 

 

 

 
1354  It was said that such property would then become the property of supporters of Arias Madrid. 
1355  https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/06/el-genocidio-de-judios-en-panama.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/06/el-genocidio-de-judios-en-panama.html
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RICARDO ADOLFO DE LA GUARDIA ARANGO 

 

Popularly known as “Cojo”1356 de la Guardia, this President ruled Panama from 9 October 

1941, Arias Madrid was deposed (and in which he was reportedly implicated1357), and 15 

June 1945, thereby being in charge for most of the war – his being the first Latin American 

country to declare war on the Axis powers (as noted earlier, and ahead of even the US).  

Naturally enough, given the situation, his Administration focused on cooperation with the 

US, abandoned the nationalist policy carried out by Arias Madrid, and concentrated 

largely on the defence of Panama and the Canal. 

 

He had been a prominent public figure, and 

had held important positions in the 

Panamanian administration since 1936, at 

which time he was appointed governor of 

the province of Panama.  In 1940 he was 

Minister of Government and Justice1358. 

 

His government imposed tight controls in 

the territory but, on the other hand, his was the first government to allow women the 

vote.  His administration signed the Fábrega-Wilson Base Convention, which allowed US 

use of 134 defence sites outside the Canal Zone (see Chapter 37 on the 1942 Agreement 

and the abortive 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement). 

 

In 1944, he had dissolved the National Assembly and, on 3 January 1945, had suspended 

the 1941 Constitution, and in 1944, after years of rejecting the idea, saw a commission 

established with the task of drafting a new Constitution.  This move was widely welcomed, 

 
1356  “Limping”. 
1357  After Arias left the country, the second Vice-President, Ernesto Jaén Guardia, briefly came to power, but 
he resigned immediately after being appointed, since the real intention was for Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia 
to assume the head of state: https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm  
1358  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm  

https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm
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although there were fears that the President wanted to stay on in the office that he had 

achieved following the coup that had removed his predecessor.  This Constitution was 

eventually to enter into force in March 1946’ 

 

The day after suspending the 1941 Constitution, he called an election for members of a 

Constituent Assembly to decide upon the contents of the new Constitution.  However, on 

16 February 1945, a majority of members of the dissolved National Assembly met, in 

secret, fearful of the attentions of the National Police and called for the dismissal of the 

President, citing Article 90 of the Constitution.  They denounced the President as a 

“dictator” and selected their own candidate and 2 Vice-Presidents.  The man they selected 

was the ambassador to Washington, Enrique A Jiménez Brin (see below)1359. 

 

Tensions grew during January and February 1945, with no parliament and a Government 

ruling by decree.  Elections to the Constituent Assembly were held on 6 May 1945, and 

Enrique Adolfo Jimenez Brin was duly elected by its members to be Provisional President for 

the lifetime of the Assembly (though, in fact, he had taken up the office on 1 March, before 

the plenary session of the Assembly was held).  Also in March, the Government had to 

supress an uprising by supporters of Arias Madrid in Colón in which 6 people were killed. 

 

Former President La Guardia formally resigned in the June of 1945. 

 

ENRIQUE ADOLFO JIMENEZ BRIN 

 

As explained above, Jimenez Brin, who had been a former President of the National Bank 

of Panama and Ambassador to the US, was installed as President after a political crisis had 

seen his predecessor removed from office. 

 
1359  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues  

https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues
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He was a prominent political figure and had been President of the National Assembly on 

several occasions, and a Vice-President of the Republic in 1920 and 1932. 

 

During his short term, Tocumen International Airport was built, and the Colón Free Trade 

Zone was created.  The airport in Colón is named after him. 

 

This new administration was involved in the unsuccessful attempt to renegotiate the 

maintaining of some of the US defence sites outside the Canal Zone (see the Chapter on 

the 1942 Agreement and the 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement).   
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Jimenez Brin receiving the Presidential 
sash in 1945 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Filós-Hines Treaty was signed with the US in December 1947, intended to continue 

the presence of US troops in defence of the Canal in at least some of the bases they had 

occupied during the war.  However, when thousands of Panamanians protested against 

the agreement, he ordered the suspension of individual rights, but the protest paid off 

and the National Assembly rejected the Treaty on 22 December 19471360.  The US would 

pull out of all of the bases in the Republic by 1948. 

 

Nevertheless, Jimenez Brin remained in office until the following 7 August, after a new 

President was elected on 9 May 1948 (in a poll tainted by allegations of irregularities and 

fraud)1361.  Jimenez Brin was then impeached by the new National Assembly on 12 July 

1948, and Enrique Obarrio was appointed as Provisional President in his place on 13 July.  

However, the country’s Supreme Court was to rule the impeachment unconstitutional the 

following day, 14 July 1948. 

 

Finally, on 1 October 1948, Domingo Díaz Arosemena, declared the winner of the May 

elections by the National Jury of Elections (thus depriving Arias Madrid of another victory) 

was inaugurated as President – and the following day lifting the state of siege which had 

 
1360  The upheaval of 1947 was instigated in large measure by university students.  Their clash with the 
National Police, in which both students and policemen were killed, marked the beginning of a period of 
intense animosity between the 2 groups.  The incident was also the first in which US intentions were 
thwarted by a massive expression of Panamanian nationalist anger: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 
1361  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/j/jimenez_enrique.htm  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/j/jimenez_enrique.htm
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been in place since 4 July.  However, Díaz Arosemena died in office in 1949, and, under a 

mountain of popular protests, his 2 Vice-Presidents first accepted and then refused office.  

This action cleared the way for a bizarre manoeuvre by the Jury, which declared that, after 

a recount, Arias Madrid had won the Presidency election in 1948.   

 

Politics throughout this period were dominated by Colonel José Antonio Remón Cantera, 

commander of the increasingly militarised National Police, which was to become the 

National Guard.1362 

 

  

 
1362  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues  

https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues
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Chapter 43 

CONSTITUTIONS 

THE 1941 CONSTITUTION, THE CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY 1945  

AND ANOTHER CONSTITUTION 

 

THE 1941 CONSTITUTION 

 

In January 2021, the media in Panama marked the 80th anniversary of the 1941 

Constitution1363, with the 2 January being commemorated as the date on which it had 

entered into force1364.  

 

The pet project of President Arnulfo Arias Madrid1365, at 39 the country’s youngest 

President, he presented it to the National Assembly on 17 October 1940, after only 16 days 

in office.  The Constitution would see power concentrated in the hands of the President 

whose term, along with that of members of the National Assembly, was extended from 4 

to 6 years, so that Arias Madrid’s term would have ended in 1947 instead of 1945 

(although he was to be deposed in October 1941). 

 

Unlike its predecessor and its successor, this Constitution did not evolve through use of an 

elected assembly, but rather was drafted by a select committee of jurists.   

 
1363  See the 1941 Constitution (in Spanish) at https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-
09/constitucion%201941.pdf  
1364  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/nacional-publicando-historia/210122/nacional-80-anos-
constitucion-1941  
1365  See the Chapter 42 on the wartime Presidents for more on Arias Madrid. 

https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-09/constitucion%201941.pdf
https://www.asamblea.gob.pa/sites/default/files/2018-09/constitucion%201941.pdf
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/nacional-publicando-historia/210122/nacional-80-anos-constitucion-1941
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/nacional-publicando-historia/210122/nacional-80-anos-constitucion-1941


688 
 

 

It was not the country’s first, nor its last, Constitution, but 

it did many things that either caused serious damage to 

some, and marked an advance for others.  While Arias 

Madrid considered that the original 1904 Constitution 

needed a radical update, in the meantime Panama had 

nevertheless adopted a number of progressive laws.  For 

example, Law 6 of 1914 had set a maximum working day of 

8 hours, and others in 1930 were concerned with the 

protection for pregnant women workers and health and 

hygiene conditions in the workplace. Furthermore, the racist and authoritarian elements 

of the 1941 Constitution contrasted with other developments of the same year.  On 5 

October, women were able to vote for the first time, and Law 23 in March had established 

the Social Security Fund, with its greater protection for the working classes. 

 

However, the new Constitution did lay down the basis for family law; placing the family 

under the protection of the state.  It did this by providing for equal rights for spouses and 

recognised the equality of duties of parents for both legitimate and natural offspring (in a 

country where almost 65% of births were out of wedlock).  It also provided for laws 

protecting motherhood and childhood and the moral, intellectual and physical development 

of childhood and youth. 

 

For workers, the right to strike was enshrined in the new Constitution, together with a 

number of other rights and protections.  After all, as well as being something of an outside 

from the political elite, Aria Madrid was a populist, as well as a nationalist, and owed his 

political success, in large part, to popular support. 
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However, there was a darker side to the new Constitution.  These were later described as 

indicating a trend to diminish democracy and legitimate freedoms, and to move Panama in 

the direction of dictatorship and authoritarianism. 

 

It has been said that the worst thing about the 1941 Constitution was that it prohibited the 

immigration of people of "the black race whose original language is not Spanish, the yellow 

race and the original races of India, Asia Minor and North Africa" and stripped tens of 

thousands of people of their citizenship retroactively.  Thus, all Panamanians born after May 

1904 to Chinese, Turkish, Syrian or Antillean fathers and mothers, whether born in any part 

of the Republic, were to be stripped of their nationality.  Many of these had had full 

citizenship since 1925.  Around 51,000 people born in Panama would lose their 

citizenship1366. 

 

Article 136 of the 1904 Constitution had given the US the right to "intervene in any part of 

Panama, to re-establish public peace and constitutional order", and effectively confirmed 

Panama's status as a de facto protectorate of the US (in line with the provisions of the 

1903 Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty)1367.  The 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty (when finally approved by 

the US Congress in 1939) ended the automatic right of intervention in internal 

Panamanian affairs.  The new Treaty assuaged to some extent the resent felt by 

Panamanians over their status and treatment, but there also remained a nationalist 

feeling – stoked, it has to be said, by Arias Madrid in his 1940 election campaign.  The 

1941 Constitution was to end Panama's constitutionally-mandated status as a 

protectorate of the US1368. 

 

A former President, Ricardo J Alfaro1369, had criticised not only the content of the new 

Constitution, but the way it had been drafted, presented, discussed and approved.  The first 

 
1366  https://publicandohistoria.com/2018/04/01/un-grave-problema-etnico/  
1367  http://countrystudies.us/panama/51.htm  
1368  Ibid. 
1369  President 1931-32, serving as an acting President after a coup d’etat (First Designate in Charge of the 
Executive Power - Primer Designado, Encargado del Poder Ejecutivo).  He had stood against Aria Madrid in 

https://publicandohistoria.com/2018/04/01/un-grave-problema-etnico/
http://countrystudies.us/panama/51.htm
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debate in the National Assembly lasted only 4 days (with the most controversial and racist 

Articles approved in a day on 31 October 1940, with only 6 Deputies in the National 

Assembly opposed their contents1370), after which President Arias Madrid gave orders that 

the second debate would end in the following 5 days.  Hence, on 22 November, barely a 

month after the draft Bill had been laid before it, the National Assembly declared the new 

Constitution of 189 Articles to be approved.  

 

Within a week, on 26 November 1940, President Aria Madrid signed a Decree by which he 

granted himself "the supreme representation of the State" and called for a plebiscite on the 

new Constitution on 15 December.  This was not in accordance with the rules for 

amendments laid down in the original 1904 Constitution, and 2 Supreme Court judges 

resigned rather than be seen to go along with the plan.  Nevertheless, the plebiscite was 

held and overwhelmingly approved the new Constitution (although there were said to be 

serious “anomalies” in the voting process – there were apparently only “yes” votes1371). 

 

On 30 December, the National Assembly formally adopted the new Constitution, to come 

into force on 2 January 1941. 

 

In 1946, President de la Guardia promulgated a new Constitution1372, which was basically 

a return to the 1904 Constitution without Article 136 (i.e. the right of intervention on the 

part of the US).  This “new” Constitution was to last for 26 years, throughout the unsettled 

1950s and early 1960s, until the 1968 military coup (following which 11 constitutional 

guarantees, including those providing for freedom of speech, press, and travel, were 

 
the 1940 election, but had withdrawn the face of the tension and violence engendered by his opponent’s 
supporters. 
1370  https://publicandohistoria.com/2018/04/01/un-grave-problema-etnico/  
1371  https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-
voted-under-yes.html  
1372https://www.organojudicial.gob.pa/uploads/wp_repo/blogs.dir/cendoj/CONSTITUCIONES_POLITICAS/co
nstitucion_politica_1946.pdf  

https://publicandohistoria.com/2018/04/01/un-grave-problema-etnico/
https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-voted-under-yes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-voted-under-yes.html
https://www.organojudicial.gob.pa/uploads/wp_repo/blogs.dir/cendoj/CONSTITUCIONES_POLITICAS/constitucion_politica_1946.pdf
https://www.organojudicial.gob.pa/uploads/wp_repo/blogs.dir/cendoj/CONSTITUCIONES_POLITICAS/constitucion_politica_1946.pdf
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suspended for several months, with some were not restored fully until after the adoption 

of the 1972 Constitution)1373. 

 

In October 1941, the National Police mounted a coup and removed Arias Madrid from 

office.  However, the 1941 Constitution remained in force, but the new Administration 

focused on cooperation with the US, abandoned the nationalist policy carried out by Arias 

Madrid, and concentrated largely on the defence of Panama and the Canal. 

 

Then, on 3 January 1945, Arias Madrid’s successor, President Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia 

Arango1374, suspended the 1941 Constitution, having already dissolved the National 

Assembly the previous year, and faced accusations of being (or wanting to be) a dictator. 

 

As explained in the Chapter on wartime Presidents, Arias Madrid was an almost constant 

figure in and around Panamanian politics from the 1930s to the 1980s, and he was back in 

office again after President Diaz Arosemena died in 1949 (and what has been described as 

“a bizarre manoeuvre” by the National Jury of Elections.  On 7 May, he suspended the 

1946 Constitution and restored by decree the Constitution adopted in 19411375.  However, 

he was soon overthrown and went into exile, as rampant corruption dogged Panama. 

 

THE CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY 1945 – ANOTHER CONSTITUTION 

 

President Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia Arango had dissolved the National Assembly on 31 

December 1944, and suspended the 1941 Constitution, in preparation for the drafting of a 

new Constitution.  During his 4 years in office, he had rejected repeated calls for a 

Constituent Assembly to draft a replacement for the 1941 Constitution1376. 

 
1373  http://countrystudies.us/panama/51.htm  
1374  See the Chapter 42 on the wartime Presidents for more details on this President, and the reaction to his 
suspension of the Constitution. 
1375  https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-
voted-under-yes.html  
1376  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/160529/1946-golpe-catalizo-constituyente  

http://countrystudies.us/panama/51.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-voted-under-yes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-voted-under-yes.html
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/160529/1946-golpe-catalizo-constituyente
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In October 1944, a Constitutional Studies Commission composed of 3 renowned jurists had 

been appointed.  They would draft a Constitution that would serve as the basis for the 

Assembly's discussions1377. 

 

As we have seen, the 1941 Constitution had, in fact, been suspended by President de la 

Guardia Arango on 3 January 1945, and the following day he had called a national election 

to elect members of a Constituent Assembly. 

 

It has been said that the President’s goal was to cling to the Presidency that he had only 

achieved following the coup in which Arias Madrid was deposed in 1941, but his call for a 

Constituent Assembly was nevertheless enthusiastically welcomed by the populace, and it 

coincided with the desire of a considerable number of his compatriots1378. 

 

Panama’s first Constitutional Assembly, in 1903, had been the National Constituent 

Convention, elected by popular vote only a few days after independence from Colombia.  

This had produced what became the 1904 Constitution.  

 

The second Constitution had been that of 1941, drafted under the short-lived Presidency of 

Arnulfo Arias Madrid.  Unlike its predecessor and its successor, this had not been not 

drafted by an elected assembly, but rather by a select committee of jurists.  It had been 

ratified by a “questionable” plebiscite of 2 January 1941.  As mentioned above, this 1941 

Constitution contained some good elements (such as enfranchising women) but also less 

desirable ones – such as giving the President increased powers and containing clauses that 

were overtly racist).  Many of the more controversial aspects of the 1941 Constitution were 

ignored after Arias Madrid was deposed, although it remained technically in force until 

suspended in 1944. 

 
1377  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/210627/reglas-juego-planifico-
constituyente  
1378  Ibid. 

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/210627/reglas-juego-planifico-constituyente
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/210627/reglas-juego-planifico-constituyente
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Another of the concerns about the 1941 Constitution centred on its “nationalisation of 

trade”, which had resulted in retail trade being exclusively in the hands of Panama 

nationals.  The Association of Merchants and Industrialists wanted the new Constitution to 

preserve the policy of nationalisation of commerce and industry introduced by Arias 

Madrid. 

 

On 14 February 1941, the National Assembly had passed a Bill barring aliens from the 

operation of all retail businesses, and citizenship became a prerequisite for owning these. 

However, at the time, foreigners owned most of the country's retail stores, and US citizens 

owned the largest proportion of the bars and many other establishments for the sale of 

alcohol, and were also involved in other branches of the retail trade.  The Bill also affected 

foreign restaurant and hotel owners.  Of the other ethnic groups, the Chinese would be 

hardest hit.  The new Bill also banned foreigners from operating as commission merchants 

and fuel distributors.  Another Bill introduced on the same day regulated the granting of 

gambling concessions, affecting Americans, who controlled most of the casinos, bars, and 

hotels - the major gambling establishments1379.  

 

Not only would the Constituent Assembly appoint a provisional government and appoint a 

Provisional President, it would also make far-reaching decisions about the legal structure of 

the country in the political, cultural, religious, public and international relations.  There were 

many issues affecting a country then of less than a million inhabitants, and with high rates 

of poverty and illiteracy1380. 

 

The Constituent Assembly would have 51 elected delegates, 42 of them provincial and 9 

national.  

 

 
1379  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd  
1380  Ibid. 

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1539&context=etd
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Meanwhile, in the middle of the night, or rather the early hours, of 16 February 1945, a 

majority of National Assembly deputies met in secret leaving their temporary home in the 

Tivoli Hotel in Curundu in the Canal Zone (in an attempt to evade the secret police).  At their 

meeting the deputies, citing Article 90 of the Constitution, called for the dismissal of De La 

Guardia and for his replacement.  A photograph of the ceremony was published on the front 

page of a newspaper the following day.  They denounced De La Guardia as a “dictator” and 

called on other Latin American governments to support the “legitimate government” of the 

Republic1381.  They had appointed a replacement and 2 Vice-Presidents. 

 

Tension in the country grew in January and February, with 

newspapers warning that the country appeared to have 2 

governments, and a country governed by decrees, with no 

sitting parliament1382. 

 

The elections to the Constituent Assembly were held on 6 

May 1945, and these were said to have been one of the 

cleanest in the history of Panama.  It saw women having the 

right to vote for the first time, as well as being able to stand 

as candidates, and 2 female deputies were in fact elected.   There were 2 clear groups of 

winners: political parties and businessmen and merchants1383. 

 

Liberal groups dominated the new Assembly, which had to decide whether to continue and 

further the social policy of the 1941 Constitution, or return to the themes of individualism 

and liberalism of the 1904 version. 

 

 
1381  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/160529/1946-golpe-catalizo-constituyente  
1382  Ibid. 
1383  Ibid. 

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/160529/1946-golpe-catalizo-constituyente
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The National Theatre in Panama City old town, Casco Viejo, was used for meetings of the 

Assembly1384. 

 

 The Constituent Assembly 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The former Ambassador to the US, Enrique Adolfo Jimenez Brin was elected by the new 

Assembly to become Provisional President of the Republic during the life of the Assembly 

(actually taking office on 1 March 1946, before the plenary session of the Assembly) and 

until a new President, elected under the terms of the new Constitution, could take office.   

 

The former President De La Guardia Arango formally resigned in June, retired from politics 

and went on to become became director and general manager of the La Nacion newspaper. 

  

Deputies of the Constituent Assembly 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1384  It was also a favoured site of Presidential inaugurations. 
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In March 1945, the Government had had to put down a rebellion, and again in December 

1945, supporters of former President Aris Madrid led an uprising in Colón in which 6 people 

were killed. 

 

These also followed the popular protests centred on the US Army call to remain some or all 

of the sites occupied outside the Canal Zone during the war and the abortive Filos-Hines 

Treaty (see the Chapter on the 1942 Bases Agreement and 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement). 

 

Domingo Diaz Arosemena of the Liberal Party (Partido Liberal) was elected President on 9 

May 1948.  However, there was continued unrest, with violence and deaths and the 

Government declared a state-of-siege on 4 July 1948.  Provisional President Jimenez was 

impeached on 12 July 1948, and Enrique Obarrio appointed as Provisional President on 13 

July.  However, the Supreme Court ruled the impeachment unconstitutional the following 

day and Domingo Diaz Arosemena was eventually inaugurated as president on 1 October 

1948, with the Government lifting the state-of-siege on 2 October.  However, more unrest 

was to follow in the coming years and indeed throughout the 1950s. 

 

The 1946 Constitution1385 was very similar to that of 1904.  It provided for a centralised 

democracy, and with universal suffrage, continuing recognition of the right of women to 

vote.  It provided for a separation of powers and protected citizens' civil liberties. The 4-

year Presidential term was restored (Arias Madrid had introduced 6-year terms) and re-

election forbidden (as now, Presidents may only one term at a time, but are not barred 

from being subsequently re-elected).  2 Vice-Presidents were chosen by direct election (a 

move opposed by De La Guardia), governors continued to serve at the pleasure of the 

President, and the National Assembly was a unicameral legislature.  Despite the unrest of 

the following years, this Constitution remained in force until the military coup of 1968.   

 
1385 http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/bdp/older/constitucion1946.pdf In the light of the disputes with the US, and 
rejection of the Filós-Hines Treaty on continuation of US bases in the Republic postwar, one might note 
Article 231 of the 1946 Constitution - ARTICLE 231. No foreign Government or foreign official or semi-official 
entity or institution may acquire ownership over any part of the national territory. 

http://bdigital.binal.ac.pa/bdp/older/constitucion1946.pdf
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The 1941 Constitution effectively deprived Panamanian-born children of foreign parents 

of their Panamanian nationality by requiring that they pass a test on the history and other 

aspects of Panama after coming of age before Panamanian citizenship would be granted.  

The 1946 amendment to the Constitution only bestowed conditional citizenship to the 

affected groups.  It was not until 1960, with the passage of the "Bazan Amendment", 

enacted under President Roberto Chiari, that the right of full citizenship from birth was 

restored.1386 

 

As mentioned above, on 7 May 1951, President Arias Madrid, back in office, suspended 

the 1946 Constitution and restored by decree the Constitution adopted in 19411387, before 

being overthrown soon afterwards1388. 

 

Another new Constitution, drafted under the military government of Omar Torrijos, was 

to follow in 1972 (it seeing substantial revision in 1983 and 1994). 

 

  

 
1386  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  
1387  https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-
voted-under-yes.html  
1388  Ibid. 

https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916
https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-voted-under-yes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1951/05/08/archives/panamas-charter-revoked-by-arias-1941-constitution-voted-under-yes.html


698 
 

Chapter 44 

THE GOLD ROLL AND THE SILVER ROLL 

 

This was a segregated system of pay during US construction of the Canal; something that 

continued long after the Canal was completed and operating. 

 

Gold payroll  Gold roll workers were white, primarily American, more highly paid, 

and paid in US gold coin.   

Silver payroll The silver roll workers, mainly from the Caribbean islands but also 

from Spain, Italy, and other European countries, were paid much 

less and in Panamanian silver coin.   

 

The system was also a de facto colour bar, with separate privileges, eating facilities, and 

building entrances for gold and silver workers. 

 

In 1936, President Roosevelt had said he would do away with the discriminatory, Gold and 

Silver Roll, practices in the Canal Zone but nothing had happened (and would not until the 

mid-1950s)1389.  However, it was a treaty signed by President Eisenhower which actually 

ended the gold and silver payrolls in 1955. 

 

 

 
1389  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://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
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THE GOLD ROLL BENEFITS 

 

The Gold and Silver Roll system was implemented by the US administrators of the Canal 

Zone in 1904 and was enforced by the US Government from the very beginning of the 

American Construction Era of the Canal Zone 1904-1914.  It has been described as an 

imported version of “Jim Crow”, the racially segregated system of the southern US, and it 

became the foundation for Canal Zone society and economy until it was phased out in the 

mid-1950s. 

 

It should be remembered that the Gold Roll entailed various privileges and amenities.  

Gold Roll workers not only enjoyed much higher pay, but also better and more spacious 

housing facilities for families, excellent and well-equipped schools for their children, 

better nutrition, better health care, almost free entertainment and recreational facilities 

and a generally better quality of life.  Other benefits (which became in the recruitment 

process) were sick leave and “home” leave – paid return passage back to their home US 

state while their job was kept open for them in the Zone.  

 

While some black employees and other non-American members of the Gold Roll were 

entitled to the “privileges”, they were, nevertheless placed on a lower pay scale and 

denied certain benefits, particularly, the sick and home leave1390. 

 

THE SILVER ROLL WORKERS 

 

For Silver Roll workers every aspect of their lives would be segregated and generally 

inferior in quality to that offered to Gold Roll workers.  The separate housing areas 

became communities that were kept apart.  

 

 
1390  https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2008/05/01/the-silver-and-gold-roll-on-the-panama-
canal-zone/  

https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2008/05/01/the-silver-and-gold-roll-on-the-panama-canal-zone/
https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2008/05/01/the-silver-and-gold-roll-on-the-panama-canal-zone/
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In 1908, US President Taft signed an Executive Order to apply a “nationality test”, a 

restriction on all hiring in the Canal Zone.  This led to pressure to stop hiring any non-

whites as engineers on the railway.  By 1909, the once plentiful skilled Jamaican workers 

and US African Americans who had been acting as engineers of any kind, yard masters, 

hostlers1391, boat pilots, machinists, carpenters, wiremen, division engineers and even 

postal clerks, were barred from such positions in the future.  Thus, the foundation for the 

Silver and Gold Roll system was established1392. 

 

In the name of public health and disease prevention, “sanitation zones” were created to 

exclude Panamanians and contain West Indians. The following map shows the geographic 

spread of Gold/Silver towns and sanitation zones by 19361393 

 

 

 
1391  A man, a groom or stableman, who is employed in a stable to take care of horses. 
1392  https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2008/05/01/the-silver-and-gold-roll-on-the-panama-
canal-zone/  
1393  https://canalzoneclassrooms.wordpress.com/segregation/  

https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2008/05/01/the-silver-and-gold-roll-on-the-panama-canal-zone/
https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2008/05/01/the-silver-and-gold-roll-on-the-panama-canal-zone/
https://canalzoneclassrooms.wordpress.com/segregation/
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A map of the Canal Zone showing the “sanitation zones” 

 

THE END OF THE GOLD AND SILVER ROLL SYSTEM 

 

The system persisted after World War 2 and into the 1950s, adding to the unrest and 

resentment felt by Panamanians.  It was not until the signing of the Eisenhower-Remón 

Treaty on 25 January 1955 that it would be consigned to history. 
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The Treaty was named in part for President José Antonio “Chichi” Remón Cantera, military 

strongman and former chief of the National Police1394, although he had been assassinated 

on 5 January.  The Treaty addressed various grievances which had lingered since, at least, 

the wartime, and contained commitments, such as to build what became the Bridge of the 

Americas over the Canal, as well as settling US access to the Rio Hato airbase (something 

which had been a major concern of the US military since the demise of the 1942 bases 

agreement and the rejection of the 1947 Filós-Hines Treaty – see the Chapter 42 on the 

1942 Agreement the 1947 Treaty for more information). 

 

There was a Memorandum of Understanding as a supplement to the Treaty itself which 

pledged a single wage system for all Canal employees, as well as equal employment 

opportunities for Panamanians in respect of posts in the Canal Zone1395. 

 

DEFENCE OF THE GOLD AND SILVER ROLL SYSTEM 

 

In August 1946, the Governor of the Canal wrote to the US Ambassador in Panama 

referencing allegations that had been made by the Panmanian delegation at an 

International Labour Organisation1396 conference in Mexico City1397.  The State 

Department had asked for statements that might be considered as replies to the 

allegations1398. 

 

In his letter, the Governor argued that – 

 
1394  And “power behind the throne” from 1947.  He turned the National Police into the National Guard in 
1953. 
1395  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-
maps/eisenhower-remon-treaty-1955  
1396  Established in 1919, as part of the Treaty of Versailles after the end of World War 1, in the belief that to 
reflect the belief that universal and lasting peace could be accomplished only if it is based on social justice, 
and with the goal of promoting humane working conditions.  It became a specialist agency of the new UN in 
1946. 
1397  The third conference of American states members of the ILO, Mexico City-April 1946. 
1398  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1946v11/d47  

https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/eisenhower-remon-treaty-1955
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/eisenhower-remon-treaty-1955
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1946v11/d47
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“In his reference to the “gold” and “silver” rolls of The Panama Canal, Mr. 

Guevara1399 has fallen into an error that is common among citizens of Panama who 

have made no investigation of the subject, by defining the “gold” roll as including 

only the privileged workers and technicians from the north, while all Panamanian, 

Latin American and Caribbean workers are relegated to the “silver” roll.  As a 

matter of fact, the distinction between the “gold” and “silver” workers is one of skill 

and not of race or nationality.” 

 

He went on to say that, pursuant to an Executive Order, all employees of The Panama 

Canal who received more than $125 per month or 72 cents per hour were required to be 

citizens of the US or of Panama, and the employees in this group were referred to, for 

convenience, as “Gold” employees.  Citizens of Panama whose skill entitles them to the 

higher salaries were, he said, employed on the Gold Roll and receive the same pay and the 

same privileges as the citizens of the US on that roll - except that they are not entitled by 

law to the same retirement benefits as US citizens. 

 

Continuing, he said that the other employees who occupied positions requiring less skill or 

education and received less than $125 per month or 72 cents per hour, were referred to, 

for convenience, as “Silver” employees, the term, he explained, having originated in the 

early construction days when local labour was paid in silver coin.  Involved were said to be 

workers of “diverse nationalities”, including Panamanians, West Indians, Salvadoreans, 

and other Latin Americans, and, “occasionally”, citizens of the US, who receive less pay 

and more limited leave and retirement privileges than the citizens of Panama and the US 

on the Gold Roll. 

 

The Governor gave as an example that might have led to the “allegation” where a “silver” 

operator driving a one-ton truck under direct supervision cannot be said to be doing work 

 
1399  Workers’ delegate to the Mexico Conference. 
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comparable with that done by a “gold” operator who drives a 10-ton dump truck, or a 

heavy truck crane. 

 

He also argued that while separate schools, clubhouses, commissaries, etc, are provided 

for “silver” employees, every effort was being made to see that the facilities provided for 

these employees were “reasonably comparable” with those provided for “gold” 

employees.   He denied that that “gold” commissaries were better provided with food 

supplies than the “silver” commissaries. 

 

Denying that Latin American workers in the Canal Zone were prohibited from joining a 

union, he admitted that a union (affiliated to the US CIO organisation) had only been in 

operation for a few months, but that a Panama Canal West Indian Employees Association 

has been in existence in the Canal Zone for many years (although seemingly unaware that 

such a distinction could lend weight to the suggestion of discriminatory practices). 

 

In defending his position, the Governor argued that reasons for any lack of any non-US 

persons on the Gold Roll involved – 

• the higher paid positions being reserved by law only for citizens of the US or 

Panama and Panama is “predominantly an agricultural and commercial country… 

that… has no large-scale manufacturing industries in which its citizens could 

acquire skills that would fit them for employment on the “gold” roll”; and  

• “imperfect” English1400. 

 

He also implied that paying Silver Roll workers too much could affect the economies of 

Caribbean islands and Panama itself, citing comments by former President Arias Madrid 

 
1400  He claimed that, pre-war, the Canal authorities had conducted apprentice-training courses from which a 
number of Panamanian citizens who had a thorough knowledge of English had graduated and are now 
performing very satisfactory services on the Gold Roll.  He said that the advent of the war had led to the 
programme being discontinued. 
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about the damage done to the agricultural economy of Panama by high wage rates in the 

Canal Zone.  

 

Ebony Magazine (May 1948) 
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Chapter 45 

1941 

 

This, and the following Chapters, seek to provide a snapshot of some of the happenings 

each year, together with some notes on various matters of interest that occurred (such as 

the demise of the tramcars and the abortive attempt to introduce paper money). 

 

PHOTOS OF PANAMA CITY IN 1941 

 

In 2014, a blog post reported a find by the author of the post in an antique shop in 

Albuquerque, New Mexico1401.  He had found a stack of old National Geographic 

magazines, including one with a feature on Panama and including a number of 

photographs of Panama in 1941. 

 

Santa Ana Square 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1401  http://arcoproperties.com/fotos-de-panama-1941-por-el-national-geographic-magazine/  

http://arcoproperties.com/fotos-de-panama-1941-por-el-national-geographic-magazine/
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Aerial view of the old section of Panama City, 
Casco Viejo1402 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The public draw of the lucky winning 
numbers in the National Lottery 
(which continues to this day) in Plaza 
Arango, with the profits being used 
to fund hospitals and other good 
causes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

France Plaza in the old section of Panama 

City, with the islands of Taboga and 

Taboguilla in the distance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1402  Private pleasure flying was banned during the war. 
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The entrance to Hotel Washington in Colon 
in March 1941 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

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

centred on the Canal Zone and take in Jamaica.  The plan was approved in January 1941, 

and the Caribbean Defense Command was officially activated in February 1942.  However, 

there were ongoing problems in coordinating operations between the Command (an Army 

entity) and the Navy (the 15th Naval District covering the Canal Zone and adjacent waters, 

and being part of the 10th Fleet) – with coordination expected by means of “mutual 

cooperation”.   

 

In fact, it was only after Pearl Harbor that unity of command was established, at least in 

the higher echelons, with the problem in some ways transferred to lower levels1403.  

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

to be whether tactical defences should be organised in parallel with administrative 

organisations and then be assigned downwards to sectors, or be placed under a single 

theatre-wide commander. 

 

 
1403  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
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One of the complaints made by commanders in Panama was that the higher command in 

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

acquired Caribbean bases than in Panama itself, including the Pacific side1404.  The fact of 

the effects of even the relatively limited U-boat attacks in the Caribbean might be said to 

speak in support of the apparent opinion of higher command. 

 

In February 1941, the Commanding General of the Panama Canal Department was also 

made commander of the Army’s new Caribbean Defense Command (CDC)1405, which 

incorporated responsibilities in various British Caribbean possessions which the US had 

acquired under Lend-Lease, with the Caribbean Air Force, also an Army command1406 

established at the same time.  The Panama Sector was one of 3 distinct sectors1407 that 

made up the new CDC and included the Panama Canal Department, (which was also then 

responsible for Ecuador, Colombia and Central America south of Mexico).  The Caribbean 

Air Force had responsibilities across all 3 sectors. 

 

From 16 February 1941, the Mobile Force was given the role of protecting the locks and 

other facilities.  A new Commanding General of the Mobile Force, General Prosser, 

instituted a period of testing and tightening of security arrangements.  On 17 February, a 

mock attack was carried out using elements of the 5th and 14th Infantry Regiments, with 

only the Canal Zone Police notified in advance (and live ammunition was withdrawn from 

 
1404  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
1405  For more detailed information on the history of the Command 1941-47, see A History of the United 
States Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947) by Cesar A Vasquez, 2016. FIU Electronic Theses and 
Dissertations. 2458: https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458 
1406  As the independent USAF was not established until 1947. 
1407  The others were the Puerto Rico Sector (Puerto Rico Department – formed in 1939 and with 
headquarters in San Juan, Virgin Islands, and the Bahamas, Jamaica and Antigua Base Commands) and the 
Trinidad Sector (Trinidad, St Lucia and British Guiana Base Commands).  In June 1943, the Antilles 
Department was established, with its headquarters at San Juan, which replaced the Puerto Rican 
Department, as such, and placed the Puerto Rican and Trinidad Sectors on an equal footing within the new 
administrative unit. This continued into 1944, when the 2 subordinate sectors were in turn eliminated and 
all posts in the Antilles came under the direct control of Antilles Department Headquarters. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458
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troops as a precaution).  While seen as a success, the exercise highlighted the need to 

defend the high ground surrounding the locks, or the use of tanks as an alternative1408. 

 

Taxi with blackout headlights 
in 1940s Panama City1409 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A blackout was imposed 

in the Canal Zone from 7 December 1941, being a partial blackout until 2300, and then full 

for the rest of the night.  Headlights were masked with red paint.  Mail entering or leaving 

the country was censored and remained so until March 1945 (see a later Chapter for more 

detail on wartime censorship).  Severe restrictions were also placed on photography in the 

Canal Zone (with all photography banned in June 1941)1410.  Civilian Canal Zone defence 

personnel received gas mask and air recognition training1411.   

 

“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 Stone1412 

 
1408  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1409  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-durante-la-segunda-guerra-mundial/ 
1410  As referenced in the Charlie Chan film of 1940 mentioned in another Chapter. Possession of cameras 
and photography from ships in Canal Zone was prohibited by Executive Order of 25 March 1940, amending 
EO 8234 of 5 September 1939 
1411  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
1412  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/object-of-the-day/building-a-bomb-shelter/  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-durante-la-segunda-guerra-mundial/
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/object-of-the-day/building-a-bomb-shelter/
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Military dependents, wives and children, were evacuated during 1941 – an indication of 

the expectation of an attack then being thought likely (as mentioned earlier, a pre-war 

fear had been of US hostages being seized should an enemy overrun the Canal Zone).  

 

NAVY HOUSING EXPANSION - Completed during 1941 was the majority of the 

housing developments authorised as part of the 

expansion construction programme. 

 

2 developments, totalling 1,400 units, were built to 

provide for the families of married enlisted personnel 

and civilian employees of the 15th Naval District, 

under a contract awarded in December 1940. 1,104 

being on the Atlantic and 296 on the Pacific end of 

the Canal. 

 

The larger development was Coco Solito1413, on a 33-

acre (13.3 hectare), filled-in site, 1 mile south of NAS 

Coco Solo.  Laid out on a grid pattern, it contained 91 

12-unit, 1 8-unit, and 1 4-unit apartment buildings, 3 

stories high, and of concrete and frame, with 

galvanised-iron roofing and with the ground floors 

available for garages and laundries. 

 

The housing area at the Pacific end of the Canal 

encircled San Juan Hill on 3 sides, spreading over 

approximately 100 acres (40.5 hectares) of rolling 

ground and included 66 4-unit apartments, 2 officers' 

 
1413  “Little Coco Solo” (literally “Little One Coconut”). 
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houses, 2 bachelor officers' quarters, and 5 B-1 type 

barracks, together with several community buildings, 

storehouses, a public works shop, administration, 

subsistence, and service buildings. 

 

In addition, at Lacona, 296 apartments for civilian 

personnel were completed in December 1941. This 

group comprised 24 12-unit and 1 8-unit apartment 

houses1414. 

  

EVACUATION 1941 -  “Our evacuation from the Panama Canal was a terribly sad and 

sudden thing.  As we approached the time that we were to leave, 

my father’s demeanour changed to a terse and commanding 

presence. It was time to be soldiers.  When I think back now, it 

explains why he acted this way. A barrage balloon hovered over the 

house, tethered not far away.  Piles of sand were placed near our 

back door to help extinguish fire from incendiary bombs. The entire 

family was issued gas masks. I was informed of a stash of emergency 

items in a compartment in the kitchen (in case my parents were out 

of the house during an attack). 

 

Soldiers sat at machine gun nests during the daytime hours.  My 

third-grade school was closed. Half of my friends had already been 

sent home.  It should have been apparent to us, but we were not 

warned when it was our time to go.  When we awoke, we were told 

that we had two hours to clean up and dress. My parents had 

already packed our bags. 

 

 
1414  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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We didn’t even eat breakfast until we prepared to get on the 

ship.  So many questions wanted to be asked, but good military kids 

could, or would not, ask them.  I never said goodbye to my pet 

monkey or my horse.  We were walked down the front steps and did 

not look back. We behaved, as if in a dream. 

 

Our ship (the Shawnee Rainbow) had been painted hastily.  It was a 

brownish green color from stem to stern.  As it pulled away, the 

fathers lined the peer and waved handkerchiefs. We had a small 

escort that told would help chase away enemy submarines”.1415 

 

THE 1941 ECHANDI-FERNANDEZ TREATY WITH COSTA RICA1416  

There had been border disputes between Panama and 

Costa Rica, dating back to the 19th Century including the 

Coto War of February/March 1921, following which US 

pressure (on behalf of banana growers) and US military 

intervention1417.   

 

The settled border was eventually demarcated in this 

1941 treaty.  It was said to result from the friendly 

relations between President Arnulfo Arias Madrid and 

Costa Rica’s President Rafael Angel Calderón Guardia 

and was signed on 1 May 19411418. 

 

 
1415  https://weservedtoo.wordpress.com/2014/12/20/leaving-panama-december-1941/  
1416  https://second.wiki/wiki/tratado_echandi-fernc3a1ndez  
1417  Panama was forced to accept the White Ruling of 1914, which required Panama to cede the Coto region 
to Costa Rica. 
1418  The treaty is also referred to as the Arias-Calderón Guardia Treaty): 
http://www.cuencariosixaola.bocasdeltoro.org/pdfs/tratado%20de%20limites.pdf  

https://weservedtoo.wordpress.com/2014/12/20/leaving-panama-december-1941/
https://second.wiki/wiki/tratado_echandi-fernc3a1ndez
http://www.cuencariosixaola.bocasdeltoro.org/pdfs/tratado%20de%20limites.pdf
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Independently of the Lend-Lease Act, in March/April 1941, the US took steps to made 

available to Britain about 2,000,000 tons of additional merchant shipping.  Although 

American shipyards could yield little new tonnage for months to come, the US seized 

600,000 tons of Axis-owned and Danish-owned (Denmark being occupied by the Germans 

by then) shipping then lying idle in American ports and turned the ships over to the 

British, and it succeeded in persuading the other republics in the Americas to follow suit.  

 

The US Government also took possession of ships engaged in coastwise traffic and 

intercoastal operations via the Panama Canal and put them into military service, and also 

used its best efforts to secure ship repair facilities for damaged British merchant craft in 

private US shipyards1419. 

 

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

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

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

construction effort in the Canal Zone1420. 

 

The improvements made by the Navy included completely replacing the vulnerable fuel 

supply systems, which had been considered an obvious target for an air attack.  We will 

hear more detail in due course on the new underground storage, and for the Trans-

Panama Pipelines. 

 

In May 1941, the commanders of both the Panama Canal Department and 15th Naval 

District were ordered to prepare plans, which were to involve transporting an airborne 

infantry battalion preceded by a platoon of parachute troops from the Canal Zone to the 

capital of the state involved, while naval forces from the Canal Zone, including a small 

Marine contingent, were to enter strategic seaports.  In May, the War Department had 

 
1419  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch05.htm  
1420  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch05.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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decided that the plans needed a full parachute battalion and General Van Voorhis 

activated the 550th Infantry Airborne Battalion on 1 July 1941, filling it with volunteers 

from combat units already in Panama1421, and in August, the 501st Parachute Battalion 

arrived in the Canal Zone from Fort Benning, Georgia.  Both battalions participated in a 

mock operation at the Rio Hato airfield on 12 September 1941. For more information on 

this Striking Force see the Chapter on ground troops. 

 

In Summer 1941, the possibility arose that the Striking Force might be needed, when an 

undeclared war broke out between Peru and Ecuador in July over a century-old boundary 

dispute.  However, Peru soon prevailed, and a peace agreement was signed in January 

1942, there having been no evidence of Axis involvement or influence in any case1422. 

 

From mid-Summer 1941, the Aircraft Warning Stations and anti-aircraft defences were on 

continuous alert, with locks and other sensitive areas under armed guard and transit 

guards on all vessels transiting the Canal.  The bomber units and some fighter units were 

on 24-hour alert, with air patrols (as availability of aircraft permitted) supplementing the 

continuous surface patrols undertaken by the Navy1423. 

 

In June 1941, the first Army barrage balloon unit arrived, followed by a US Marine 

detachment in December. 

 

From Summer 1941, Army guards were placed on vessels in transit through the Canal1424, 

and aircraft defences and harbour defence troops were put on alert. 

 

 
1421  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm 
1422 This was the “War of ‘41” (Guerra del 41), but the dispute rumbled on, with a further short conflict in 
1981 and 1995, before a definitive peace agreement was signed in 1998. 
1423  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
1424  These would later in the war be replaced by US Marines. 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
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Caribbean Defense Command was established in 1941 as the senior US Army 

headquarters in the Canal Zone, with the Caribbean Interceptor Command as the USAAF 

component. 

 

On 20 October 1941, Japanese businesses in the Republic of Panama were told that they 

had to close after 28 October.  Also in 1941, the Panamanian Government had agreed that 

following any action by the US to intern Japanese residents, it would arrest Japanese on 

Panamanian territory and intern them on Taboga.  Within 20 minutes of the 

announcement of the Pearl Harbor attack, Panamanian authorities began rounding up 

Japanese and German aliens in the country and, once rounded up, they were turned over 

to US authorities, and transported into the Canal Zone for internment1425.  

 

Within an hour of the news of the Pearl Harbor attack (which took place at 2 pm, Panama 

local time), the Mobile Force had been directed to put one company on alert to guard an 

alien internment camp at Balboa Quarantine Station.  3 hours later it was ordered there. 

 

The Army’s alien list of 14 November 1941 included nationals of the Axis countries, and 

persons of other nationality thought friendly to the Axis cause, classified as – 

• Dangerous sympathisers; 

• Dangerous German; 

• Dangerous Italians; and Dangerous Japanese. 

The “sympathisers” included Spanish, Colombian, Swiss, Costa Rican, Cuban, Norwegian 

and Panamanian nationals, as well as several naturalised Panamanian citizens ans some 

with provisional citizenship. 

 

By 11 December 1941, Panama had detained 861 and turned them over to the US Army – 

this turning out to be the maximum number of internees held in the camp during the war.  

 
1425  Ibid.  Figures quoted are 57 from Colon and 114 from Panama City.  Added to these were around 300 
Japanese detained in the Canal Zone itself. 
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28 presumed enemy aliens were aprehended in the Canal Zone itself within a few days of 

the outbreak of war.  By early February 1942, there were only 443 internees (including 35 

women and 47 dependent children) remaining in the internment camp. 

 

The permanent detention camp at Empire was completed on 30 November 1942, suitable 

for all-year use and capable of holding up to 500 internees.  The site of a former Army 

camp, it was about 10 miles from Balboa, and had good drainage with installetions and 

buildings said to be in useable condition. 

 

Cases for internment or release were considered by a Hearing Board, comprising 3 US 

civilians (one of which to be a lawyer, if possible).  Detainees could appear in person, or 

through their counsel, and could admit evidence or call witnesses.  The Hearing Board 

would make a recommendation, but the final decision lay with the Commanding General 

of the Panama Canal Department.  In any event, the War Department later advised that 

the Hearing Board procedure was not available for those aprehended in the Republic, only 

those found in the Canal Zone. 

 

Those internees sent to the US, were processed through the New Orleans Port of 

Emarkation.1426 

 

When the US entered World War 2, Army transportation in the Canal Zone, as elsewhere 

overseas, was a responsibility of the Quartermaster Corps.  However, congestion at the 

port of Cristobal was frequent throughout 1941, but it affected the commercial lines 

rather than the Army Transport Service.  Army cargo had priority discharge, and no undue 

delay was reported despite the scarcity and inefficiency of dock workers.  A 

recommendation that troops be used was rejected by the Caribbean Defense Command 

on the ground that the docks were not under exclusive military jurisdiction.  Apart from a 

 
1426  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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housing problem, it was considered undesirable to use US soldiers alongside “native” dock 

labour. 

 

At the end of 1941, although the situation was not serious, the Panama Canal Department 

quartermaster still complained of the very inefficient labour and the obsolete equipment 

of the Panama Railroad Company, which controlled all port facilities and did all 

stevedoring for the Army in the Canal Zone.  Movements within the Canal Zone, along the 

line of the Canal, were performed chiefly by the Panama Railroad (the trans-isthmian road 

not being completed until later in 1942).  Use of air transport was limited to emergency 

shipments.   

 

During 1941 the USAAF activated 9 weather stations in Puerto Rico, Panama, the Canal 

Zone, British Guiana, the Virgin Islands, and the British West Indies. 

 

Before the end of 1941, an agreement with Ecuador saw permission obtained for the US 

to build bases in the Galapagos Islands (see the Chapter on the advance bases).1427  

 

However, as is explained elsewhere, even by December 1941 there reportedly remained 

serious deficiencies in the air defences of the Canal Zone, not least in the relative lack of 

coverage of the Pacific approaches.   

 

THE VIEW OF THE NAVY COMMANDER OF THE DEFENCES IN 1941  

A letter from the Commandant of the 15th Naval District to the 

Chief of Naval Operations in Washington on 10 July 1941 

responded to a letter of 3 July which had asked if the measures 

taken by the Army and Navy were adequate to prevent sabotage.  

 

 
1427  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). 
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The Commandant said he did not think the measures were 

adequate and – 

• Complaining about discipline on Army ships (as opposed to 

navy ones); 

• Protection from the water left much to be desired, with a 

need for a harbour police, which was not employed due to 

lack of men and boats (and even if it existed he said it would 

not be a sure cure);  

• The transit guards on the ships passing through the Canal 

were “wholly ineffective and futile” (despite the Army 

employing 20-30 officers and 500 men “working hard but to 

no effect”); and 

• The Canal was wide open to an air attack launched from the 

sea, and this position would remain until Caribbean and 

Pacific bases were completed, manned and operating. 

 

On 25 July, a response from the War Department cast doubt on 

the Admiral’s conclusion that the Canal was open to attack “from 

3 dimensions”, but agreed to deficiencies in protection from air 

attack, and saying that 55 pursuit (fighter) aircraft had been 

despatched.  The War Department also said that the parachute 

and airborne units should be able to prevent hostile occupation 

of landing fields, once equipped with the necessary transport 

aircraft1428. 

 

While it later acquired some notoriety as a “flag of convenience” (see the Chapter on the 

Panama Railroad’s shipping line for more on the shipping register), even in the 1930s the 

 
1428  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-
to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf  

https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Canal-Zone-Response-to-CNO-on-Preparations-to-Prevent-Sabotage-Jul-10-1941.pdf
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Panama shipping register had provided a haven for US shipowners to avoid what they saw 

as onerous US responsibilities, such as regular boiler inspections, trades unions and high 

registration fees.  During World War 2, the US War Shipping Administration encouraged 

US-owned but substandard vessels to join the Panama register while continuing to 

support the war effort.  As mentioned elsewhere, interned vessels turned over to US 

shipping companies to operate could also end up on the Panama register1429.  During the 

war, 82 Panama-flagged vessels would be lost or damaged by U-boat attack (see an Annex 

for details). 

 

An Executive Decree of 20 October 1941 revoked a resolution of the previous 

administration in Panama that prohibited the arming of Panama-flag vessels.  However, 

Panama would not be responsible for losses and damage suffered by the private owners 

during the period of hostilities. 

 

PEARL HARBOR 

 

Ironically, given the country’s previous reluctance to be involved, Panama actually 

managed to officially declare war on Japan before the US.   Panama declared war on 7 

December 1941, on the same day as the attack on Pearl Harbor, whereas the US only did 

so the following day1430. 

 

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

on Italy and Germany on 13 December 19411431. 

 

 
1429  https://navalinstitute.com.au/rough-waters-sovereignty-and-the-american-merchant-flag/  
1430  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. 
1431  Germany and Italy had pre-empted the US by declaring war on it on 11 December, the US responding 
the same day. 

https://navalinstitute.com.au/rough-waters-sovereignty-and-the-american-merchant-flag/
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Immediately after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the War Department instructed its 

Department commanders to put the Rainbow 5 plan into effect.  The predecessor 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 initiatives1432. 

 
“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 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 1939 reinforcement that had seen 

P-36 fighters sent to the Canal Zone.  By the end of December 1941, 80 additional fighters 

had arrived in Panama from the US, and the critical need for aircraft warning was eased by 

the arrival on 26 December of 4 mobile radar sets1433 (see Chapter 26 on the introduction 

 
1432  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
1433  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
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of radar in Panama). In Panama itself, aircraft were dispersed, protective revetments1434 

were built and camouflage employed wherever possible.1435 

 

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 on the command 

in Panama.  It was recognised immediately that the bomber strength was concentrated 

too heavily in the Canal Zone and dispersal was necessary, and movement out of the Canal 

Zone was ordered on 9 December1436. 

 

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 Panama1437. 

 

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. 

 

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 

 
1434  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. 
1435  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
1436  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
1437  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm
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carriers, and reports of a Vichy French vessel from Martinique being at sea1438.  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 guns1439. 

 

Naval defences from 1940 had 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 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 

vessels1440, 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)1441. 

 

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  

 
1438  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
1439  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html  
1440  See below for a comment on the relatively little use made of submarines based in Panama during the 
war. 
1441  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/I/AAF-I-8.html
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm
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• 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 patrols1442. 

 

Initial air patrols 
operating 2 months after 
7 December 19411443 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
1442  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
1443  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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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 week1444. 

 

The Conte Biancamano1445 was a 23,225 ton liner that had set out in 1940 on a voyage 

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

1941, seized by the US and subsequently converted in Philadelphia into a troop transport, 

accommodating up to 7,000 men, and commissioned into the US Navy in March 1942 as 

USS Hermitage (AP-54).   

 

The US Neutrality Patrol had 

impounded the ship and 

confined its crew on board 

for the next 18 months 

before finally transferring 

the seamen1446 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 war1447. 

 
1444  https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1207&context=pilr  
1445  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. 
1446  Sources say that there were 500 crew. 
1447  https://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2001/spring/mail-censorship-in-world-war-two-
1.html  

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.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2001/spring/mail-censorship-in-world-war-two-1.html
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 In Cristobal on 5 April 19411448 

  

In Philadelphia on 3 April 1942, shortly after arrival from Panama1449 

 

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

19481450, continuing to serve until broken up in 1960. 

 
1448  http://www.navsource.org/archives/09/22/22054.htm 
1449  Ibid. 
1450  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/danfs/AP/ap54.html 
https://www.italianliners.com/conte-biancamano-en 

http://www.navsource.org/archives/09/22/22054.htm
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/danfs/AP/ap54.html
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THE (SHORT-TERM) INTRODUCTION OF PAPER MONEY1451 

 

On 30 September 1941, President Arias Madrid made a radio address to mark the first 

anniversary of his administration (he would be deposed and removed from office the next 

month) and one item he announced was the formation of a new central bank1452.  This 

was to mean Panama having its own paper money with effect from 1 October. 

 

The original 1904 Constitution had established the US dollar as the currency in circulation 

in the country.  The new 1941 Constitution enabled a new monetary system. 

 

Previous attempts had been made to introduce peso banknotes in the 18th Century, while 

Panama was part of Gran Colombia.  Then in 1911, a law was approved which authorised 

the National Bank to issue banknotes denominated in balboas, but this project was never 

brought to fruition.  In 1913, another law also authorised the National Bank to issue 

balboa banknotes, but once again the project was stillborn. 

 

A study by the Comptroller General in 1933 had established the benefits to be had if paper 

money was issued, but this was not accepted by the National Assembly. 

 

In 1941, a new Central Bank of Issuance was established, and an issue of banknotes to the 

value of 6 million balboas ($6 million) was to be made.  For each banknote there was to be 

an equivalent reserve in silver or gold, with a guarantee from the National Bank.  The 

initial costs were to be borne by the Treasury, with banknotes printed by the respected 

company of the Hamilton Banknote Company of New York. 

 

 
1451  http://www.alonso-roy.com/pn/pn-04.html  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-balboa-
moneda-nacional/  
1452  Decree No.6 of 30 September 1941. 

http://www.alonso-roy.com/pn/pn-04.html
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-balboa-moneda-nacional/
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-balboa-moneda-nacional/
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On 2 October, the new Panamanian banknotes went into circulation, with President Aria 

Madrid being the first person to call at the National Bank to exchange dollars for balboas.  

In all, banknotes to the value of 2,720,000 balboas were printed.  The new banknotes 

were the same size as $1 US dollar bills. 

 

On 8 October, the Comptroller in the Canal Zone announced that the new banknotes 

would be accepted in the Canal Zone. 

 

However, on 9 October, Arias Madrid was deposed during his unofficial visit to Cuba. At 

the same time, the plans for the new currency also came to an end.  Law 29 of 30 

December 1941 formally ended the new currency’s legality, giving holders 10 years to 

exchange the banknotes for their nominal value – at least half a million balboas of 

banknotes were thought to be in circulation.  The surplus banknotes were to be 

incinerated1453. 

 

Hence the paper money had only a life of 7 days, and were only legally valid for a single 

day. 

 

See examples of the banknotes below. 

 
1453  Some in the furnaces of the Mechanical Division of the Canal and others in 1942 in the College of Arts 
and Crafts. 
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THE END OF THE TRANSVIAS (TRAMCARS) 

 

The much-loved tramcars ended at 

midnight on 31 May 1941.  

Increased motor traffic, private, 

commercial and later military, 

provided competition and clogged 

the streets.   
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In 1941, the Panamanian Government passed a Law which suspended services, but the 

suspension was actually to be the end of the service altogether. 

 

 

 

INTERNED AND SEIZED VESSELS OPERATING UNDER THE PANAMANIAN FLAG 

 

During the war, a number of ships belonging to Axis countries were interned in the US and 

subsequently taken over by the US Government under Executive Order, Public Law 101.  

This happened after the outbreak of hostilities in Europe and up to entry of the US into 

the war.   

 

Dozens of foreign-flagged ships taken over by the US were reflagged out to Panama (by 

my count, 78).1454  In March/April 1941, the US seized 600,000 tons of Axis-owned and 

 
1454  http://www.usmm.org/foreign.html  

http://www.usmm.org/foreign.html
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Danish-owned shipping then lying idle in American ports and turned the ships over to the 

British, and it succeeded in persuading the other republics in the Americas to follow 

suit1455. 

 

They were eventually allocated to the US Maritime Commission, who in turn handed them 

on to the War Shipping Administration for operation, being assigned to various US 

steamship companies (under what was called a General Agency Agreement) and 

registered under the flag of Panama1456. 

 

There were also ships that were already on bareboat or time charter with US shipping 

companies and flying the flag of Panama.  The crews for both categories of ships came 

from a variety of countries and many ships carried a US Naval Armed Guard1457. 

 

See an Annex for a list of all Panamanian-flagged vessels that became victims of U-boat 

attacks during the war. 

 

One example of an interned vessel was the SS Africander, an Italian ship of 5,441 tons that 

had been built in 1921.  It was interned under the Executive Order in New York in 

September 1941 and was allocated to the Waterman Steamship Company of Mobile, 

Alabama.  It had a Norwegian master and a crew of 35.   

 

It was attacked by German aircraft while on passage from Scotland to Archangel in 

September 1942 as part of convoy PQ18, carrying machinery, 6 tanks and 5 aircraft as 

deck cargo.  It was torpedoed and sunk, but all the crew and the 11-man contingent of US 

Navy Armed Guard manning its guns survived. 

 
1455  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch05.htm  
1456  http://www.armed-guard.com/panama.html 
1457  The US Navy Armed Guard was a service branch responsible for defending US and Allied merchant 
vessels from enemy air, submarine or surface vessel attack during the war, serving mainly as gunners, 
signallers and radio operators.  The service was disbanded soon after the end of the war: 
http://www.armed-guard.com/ 

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch05.htm
http://www.armed-guard.com/panama.html
http://www.armed-guard.com/
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THE WAR SHIPPING ADMINISTRATION 

 

This was an emergency war agency of the US Government to operate civil tonnage.  It was 

established on 7 February 1942 by an Executive Order, and created under the Merchant 

Marine Act 19361458.  It was split from the Marine Commission (which oversaw design and 

construction of merchant vessels), though the organisations worked together, with the 

same admiral at the head of each. 

 

When the US entered the war, the US fleet (augmented by foreign vessels acquired by 

means of negotiation, requisition and seizure in US ports) comprised some 900 vessels of 

6.7 million tons and some 440 tankers of 5.15 million tons1459. 

 

The WSA fleet expanded to some 3,500 cargo vessels and 900 tankers by the end of the 

war, including Liberty ships1460 and Victory ships1461.  The WSA had commissioned the 

design of the latter type in February 1942. 

 

The WSA was empowered to control the operation, purchase, charter, requisition and use 

of ocean-going vessels under the flag or controls of the US (except for those of the armed 

services). 

 

 
1458  The United States Merchant Marine At War: Report o[ the War Shipping Administrator to the President 
(Washington, 15 January 1946): 
https://maritime.dot.gov/sites/marad.dot.gov/files/docs/outreach/history/vessels-maritime-
administration/9761/theunitedstatesmerchantmarineatwar.pdf 
1459  Ibid. 
1460  A British concept, this was a low-cost, mass-produced ship, with 2,710 built by 18 US shipyards between 
1941-45.  About 75% of the WSA fleet would be made up by Liberty ships. 
1461  Another class of cargo ship produced in large numbers by shipyards in North America (mainly in the US, 
but also by Kaiser Shipbuilding in Vancouver) during World War 2.  More modern, slightly larger and faster 
than Liberty ships.  531 were built during the war (though production was initially slow, with only 15 
delivered by the end of May 1944).  The Maritime Commission cancelled orders for a further 132 vessels, 
although 3 were completed in 1946 for the Alcoa Steamship Company, making a total of 534 built in the US. 

https://maritime.dot.gov/sites/marad.dot.gov/files/docs/outreach/history/vessels-maritime-administration/9761/theunitedstatesmerchantmarineatwar.pdf
https://maritime.dot.gov/sites/marad.dot.gov/files/docs/outreach/history/vessels-maritime-administration/9761/theunitedstatesmerchantmarineatwar.pdf
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Cargo hulls were allocated to either commerce, Army or Navy, and many of the Army's 

ships and Naval transports were allocated by WSA.  Through its agents, it directly 

operated ships in support of the services and civilian requirements. 

 

The WSA also cooperated with Britain in the Combined Shipping Adjustment Board 

(formed on 26 January 1942), to better utilise the available shipping resources. 

 

After the war, WSA vessels were used to carry home the huge number of armed personnel 

from overseas, with over 3.5 million men brought home. 

 

On 1 September 1946, the functions of the WSA were returned to the Maritime 

Commission. 

USAAF WEATHER SERVICE1462 

 

An essential in a global conflict like World War 2, particularly for long-range flying, was an 

efficient meteorological service, providing weather reporting.  On the eve of the war, the 

US Army, in whose interest the federal government had first undertaken the development 

of a national weather service in the Continental USA1463, depended also upon a 

organisation of its own (supplementing the US Weather Bureau which covered the 

Continental USA) embracing some 30 weather stations in the US and another half-dozen 

located in overseas possessions. 

 

The responsibility for equipping and manning these stations belonged originally to the 

Signal Corps, but as most of them were operated for the special benefit of the USAAC, in 

1937, the War Department reassigned the responsibility for operation and control of 

these stations to the Chief of the Air Corps.  However, the Signal Corps continued to be 

 
1462  https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf 
1463  It was founded by President Grant in 1870 and called the Weather Bureau, and was originally housed in 
the War Department.  It was later moved to the Department of Agriculture in 1890, and then in 1940 
President Roosevelt transferred it to the Department of Commerce. 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329892/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-020.pdf
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responsible for the development, procurement, storage, and issue of meteorological 

equipment until late in 1945.  

 

Coast and field artillery, ordnance, and chemical warfare units might provide weather 

reporting facilities peculiar to their needs, but the USAAC, as chief user, took over the 

primary obligation for meeting the Army's need for special weather service; and a 

Meteorological Section had been established in the Office of the Chief of Air Corps. 

 

As war became imminent, the original plans for expansion of the USAAC weather services 

were extremely modest.  However, by the Summer of 1940 it became apparent that all 

previous planning for the weather services fell far short of the need.  A special committee 

made recommendations for the expansion of the service for the recruitment and training 

of additional meteorologists1464 and, the resulting plan, after some opposition in the Air 

Staff, was approved in November 1942 – although it transpired that the whole programme 

rested upon a gross overestimate of actual needs, and the training class of October 1943 

was to be the last (although the USAAF still trained more weather officers than it 

required). 

 

During the war the weather service of the USAAC/USAAF underwent several confusing, 

high-level organizational changes. The designation of the highest weather command level 

at the Air Staff changed in rapid succession during 1942 and 1943 from Weather Section 

to Weather Directorate (given responsibility for administering both fixed and mobile 

weather units) to Weather Division.1465 

 

The AAF Weather Service was established in 1942 by the newly created USAAF, replacing 

the previous command structure, with responsibility for it passing to the newly created 

Flight Control Command, which created and activated the Weather Wing in April 1943.  

 
1464  With a goal of having 10,000 weather officers by I January 1945. 
1465  https://www.airweaassn.org/reports/AWS-BriefHistory%201937-1991.pdf  

https://www.airweaassn.org/reports/AWS-BriefHistory%201937-1991.pdf
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This Weather Wing became an independent unit, reporting directly to the new Weather 

Division at USAAF Headquarters in July 19431466.  Another reorganisation in July 1945 saw 

the Weather Wing became the Headquarters, AAF Weather Service (AAFWS), the Weather 

Division was abolished and its personnel assigned to Headquarters, AAFWS. 

 

During the war, as both the Army and Navy established weather centres, the Weather 

Bureau began training and sharing atmospheric data with both. 

 

Early flights along the South Atlantic air route depended very largely for weather 

intelligence upon the meteorologists of Panair do Brasil, an airline and a subsidiary of Pan 

American Airways1467. During 1941, the USAAF activated 9 weather stations in Puerto Rico, 

the Canal Zone, British Guiana, the US Virgin Islands, and the British West Indies.  

However, when the US entered the war, the USAAC still operated a very incomplete 

service, and shortages of equipment and personnel continued for several months 

thereafter to plague responsible officers.  Local training of forecasters at Albrook Field 

provided some help in meeting the shortage of personnel. 

 

A CHRISTMAS TRADITION BEGINS 

 

Every 24 December since 1941 the Union Church in Balboa has seen a ceremony with 

candles being lit around the courtyard.  In December 1941, there was the fear of air attack 

on the Canal Zone and a blackout was enforced, and exposed lights were not permitted. 

 

However, the Church obtained permission from the Governor of the Canal Zone to place 

candles in the lawn outside the Church1468. 

 
1466  Prior to this reorganisation (and to some extent after it), were the usual tensions over command control 
between local area commands and headquarters in the US. 
1467  See the Chapter on Pan American and Braniff. 
1468  One could perhaps contrast with the zealousness of Air Raid Wardens in Britain.  It is also claimed that 
U-boats could sometimes see a crewman on a ship lighting a cigarette on deck.  So perhaps the candles 
could have been helpful to an attacker – but, in reality, the real risk of air attack was extremely low 
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 The Union Church in Balboa 
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Chapter 46 

1942 

 

This, and the other year-by-year Chapters, seek to provide a snapshot of some of the 

happenings each year, together with some notes on various matters of interest that 

occurred in that year (such as the demise of the tramcars and the abortive attempt to 

introduce paper money in 1941). 

 

The first 7-mile-long (11.3 km) stretch of the Trans-Isthmian Highway (aka the Boyd-

Roosevelt Highway) opening in January 1942, with the Highway being completed in 

December 1944 (but with traffic limited only to authorised military traffic)1469.   The US 

also constructed the 61-mile (98.2 km) Rio Hato link of the Inter-American (Pan-American) 

Highway (see below) - from La Chorrera to Rio Hato, which was completed in July 19421470.  

Other roads, and a bridge across the Canal were other projects to be completed.   

Screen capture from wartime newsreels showing 
the construction of the new highway alongside the 
Canal in 1942 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 

 
1469  This was the first transcontinental highway in the Americas, albeit that Panama is only around 40 miles 
across at its narrowest point. In the modern form of the Transistmica, it continues in use today. 
1470  Although the Public Roads Administration was responsible for these projects, the Army was affected 
because of the drain upon manpower and matériel, and the added transportation load. 
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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. 

 

However, in 1942, patrols were limited to daylight hours due to inexperience in night 

flying, lack of suitable facilities at the airfields and a lack of radar-equipped aircraft1471. 

 

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

had been 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 in Panama, as well as in surrounding countries1472.  

 

As we have seen previously, 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-Boats1473.  The 

main threat in the Caribbean and affecting the Canal, at least indirectly, were the activities 

of U-Boats, attacking allied shipping. 

 

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

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

 
1471  The only 2 successful anti-submarine combat missions of the Sixth Air Force in the Panama Sea Frontier 
involving the sinking of U-boats were that the 45th Bomb Squadron was credited with sinking the U-654 off 
Colón on 22 August 1942; and the 59th Bomb Squadron damaged U-153 on 6 July 1942 (it being later sunk by 
the destroyer, USS Landsdowne): Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, 
Panama Canal Commission: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1472  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. 
1473  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://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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and the Atlantic.  This was to include the use of surface craft, aircraft and submarines 

operating from Panama.   

 

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. 

 

The US Navy eventually took over the Transit Guard functions for ships passing through 

the Canal from 20 February 1942, using Marines from Rodman or Coco Solo.  The Navy 

employed 5 or 6 officers and around 350 marines, with 25 to 30 sailors attached. 

 

The Navy adopted a system with 5 types of guard – 

• Ship’s guard or full guard (the standard Transit Guard arrangement); 

• Hazardous cargo guard – for ships carrying hazardous cargo and temporarily 

located at the piers, docks, anhorages or moorings; 

• Emergency guard – a reserve force available to the Port Captain in the event of 

riot, mutiny, fire, attempted sabotage etc; 

• Naval boarding party guard – for placing on ships in Canal waters, to protect it and 

assit in clearance of the vessel; and 

• Courtesy guards – for use on vessels of other than the US Navy in transit. 

 

Precautions taken aboard a transiting ship included ensuring that any guns were unloaded 

and then guarded1474. 

 

 
1474  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Building a bomb shelter at Balboa Flats in 

19421475 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 US Army aircraft 

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

by Navy aircraft. 

 

Caribbean Defense Command was officially activated in February 1942.  However, as we 

have seen, there were ongoing problems in coordinating operations between the 

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

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

means of “mutual cooperation”.   

 

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

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

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

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

both additional heavy bombers and experienced personnel to operate them1476. 

 
1475  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/object-of-the-day/building-a-bomb-shelter/  
1476  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/object-of-the-day/building-a-bomb-shelter/
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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 A typical air raid shelter built in the Canal Zone 

 

Despite Panama being far from any war zone, the fear of bombing (and a potential 

Japanese attack) was such that, on 5 March 1942, the New York Times reported that 

protection for the civilian population in the Canal Zone was being provided against 

possible air attack, saying that 431 air raid shelters were being built. 

  

Building an air raid shelter Balboa Flats in 1942 

 

Early in March 1942, both Secretary of War Stimson and Robert Watson-Watt, the British 

radar expert, examined Panama defences and reported the existence of disturbing 

weaknesses.  See Chapter 26 on the introduction of radar in Panama. 
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Honour Guard, 760th 
Military Police Battalion 
in 1942 (Dick Burch) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite improvements and reinforcements, a report to President Roosevelt from the 

Secretary of War in March 1942 said 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 land 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. 
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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 steps which I have above enumerated.  

Every support should be given to 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 priority1477”. 

 

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

should be dedicated to the initial and main purpose, i.e. defence of the Canal, and not be 

looked upon as available for wider operations in the theatre1478.  However, 1942 saw the 

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

Continental USA. 

 1942 Secretary of War Henry Stimson L & Lt Gen Frank M 
Andrews in Panama (Press Photo) 

 

 

 

 

After several organisational changes and the 

establishment of the USAAF in 1942, the Sixth Air 

Force became the controlling Air Force command 

authority for USAAF activities in the Caribbean, as 

 
1477  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. 
1478  Ibid. 

http://docs.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/PSF/BOX6/t71q08.html
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well as in Central and South America.  For more information on Sixth Air Force see the 

Chapter containing summaries on air units. 

 

Construction of an air base on the Galapagos Islands began in 1942 and, in May 1942, the 

first USAAF bombers reached the base. 

 

Between April and September 1942, malaria reached epidemic proportions among the 

increasing numbers of US troops (see the Chapter 21 on disease and illness for more 

information). 

 

Accommodation built during the pre-war and wartime expansion of the defences typically 

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

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

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

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

ground at Fort Amador1479. 

 

The Navy established advance bases during 1942 and 1943 on Taboga Island, on the 

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

Mandinga in Panama1480. 

 

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

parallel exchange of notes in Washington1481) 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 

 
1479  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/ 
1480  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
1481  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 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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Canal, with the occupation of the sites to end 1 year after the end of the war1482.  The 

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

outside the Canal Zone1483.  See the Chapter 37 on the 1942 Bases Agreement and 1947 

Filós-Hines Agreement. 

 

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

and it could remove them even before the end of the Agreement, and neither party was 

obliged to repair or replace any damage caused to the facilities.  The US was not obliged 

to return the sites in their original condition, nor could the Panamanian Government 

recover any compensation for any improvements that might be needed.  However, the 

Panamanian Government assumed the cost of any necessary expropriations, as well as 

compensation and expenses due in respect of buildings, facilities, crops etc. 

 

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 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-fire1484. 

 

Further improved defences were introduced during the defence sites expansion 

programme, with control points, machine gun positions protected by barbed wire and 

 
1482  As we shall see, these were actually given all up in 1948 (after a dispute, dealt with in a later Chapter, 
which also led to political unrest in Panama).  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 
1483  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html 
1484  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://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-13.html
https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp
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sandbags and steel doors on the stairs to the control towers.  At the same time, the 

Governor was instructed to tighten security at pier areas and aboard ships – especially 

where persons with packages boarded ships transiting the Canal1485. 

 

More than half a billion dollars was expended in the immediate pre-war and wartime 

periods in the Caribbean Defense Command area, with $234 million  under the direct 

supervision of the Panama Canal Department1486. 

Facilities built included 9 airbases and aerodromes, 10 posts for ground forces, 30 aircraft 

warning stations, 634 searchlight and anti-aircraft gun positions 

 

Until November 1941, the security guard role had seen each of the 3 infantry regiments 

responsible for a 1-month period in turn; with 3 battalions involved in the Lock Guard and 

Utility Guard (with a further battalion employed in the Transit Guard role aboard ships).  

However, it was then announced that the 33rd Infantry Regiment was to be redeployed 

elsewhere in the Caribbean, and roles were reassigned, with the 2nd Field Artillery 

Battalion taking over the Transit Guard role from 12 December 1941. 

 

The Pearl Harbor attack had resulted in a further considerable tightening of security, and 

in late December the 150th Infantry Regiment arrived in Panama to replace the 33rd 

Regiment and, after a brief period of training, this new unit took on the Lock and Utility 

Guard roles from early January 1942.   

 

On 15 April 1942, a new Security Command took over responsibility for the Lock Guard 

and Utility Guard functions, with the Mobile Force sole responsibility being land defence 

of the Canal up to the locks enclosures. 

 

 
1485  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1486  Ibid. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Other work undertaken by men involved in the Utility Guard included guarding the enemy 

alien camp at Balboa 1941-42, and providing temporary guards for the detained Italian 

liner Conte Biancamano (see Chapter 45 for details of the treatment of the Italian 

entertainers aboard the ship when it was detained) and the French vessel Nemour.1487 

 

 

Driving Concrete Piles, Mindi Dock at the Atlantic terminal, July 1942. 

 

ROADS AND HIGHWAYS At the start of the war mobility fo forces in Panama was 

hampered by the inadequate roads system.  Before the 

Republic became a part of the defensive area for the Canal, 

there was seen to be little need for a road system outside of 

the Canal Zone.  This situations changed as the US acquired 

the defence sites in the Republic. 

 
1487  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Funds for road contsruction was not available pre-war, or 

their maintenance.  In fact, by 1940, less than 100 miles (161 

km) of the planned 207 miles (333 km) had been completed, 

and 43 miles (69 km) of these were unsurfaced. 

 

A swingbridge was built over the southern end of the 

Miraflores Locks.  At first use was limited to official 

transportation but, when work on the Third Locks Project 

was suspended in early 1942, it was opened to the public. 

 

The Construction Quartermaster and the Panama Canal 

Department engineers (often using troops as labour) built 

the roads, while roads in the Canal Zone for use by the 

general public were built by the Municipal Engineering 

Division of the Panama Canal. 

 

250 miles of highway was to be built in Panama (a total of 

670 miles or 1,078 km of Panama roads were used during the 

war), at a cost of $9 million, with maintenance costs of $1 

million by September 1946.  By September 1946, only 114 

miles (183.5 km) of highway was being maintained by the 

Army, with 25 miles (40 km) being off-Post1488. 

 

See below for a note on the Inter-American Highway. 

 
1488  Ibid. 
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Total costs to 1946 for major installations built during the defence expansion 

 

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 Dam1489 road bypass into Panama City1490. 

  

As explained earlier, when the US entered World War 2, Army transportation in the Canal 

Zone, as elsewhere overseas, was a responsibility of the Quartermaster Corps.  The 

creation of the new and separate Transportation Corps in July 1942 brought no immediate 

change.  In February 1942, the Panama Canal Department quartermaster had set up an 

Army Transport Division, which dealt with ocean-going shipping and rail transportation, 

and an Area Transportation Division, which operated and maintained the smaller ships 

and harbour craft employed locally to forward troops and supplies to outlying stations.  

 

The Army Transportation Division relied extensively upon the facilities and personnel of 

the Canal establishment, with its modern piers and warehouses at Cristobal and Balboa 

and on the Panama Railroad. 

 

On the other hand, the Army Transportation Division had to procure, man, operate, and 

maintain its own local fleet.  Its primary mission was to serve US military installations that 

could be reached most conveniently by water.  Although it functioned at both ends of the 

 
1489  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  
1490  Ibid. 

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2012-01-05
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isthmus, serving numerous isolated airfields, air warning stations, and other installations, 

its activity centred on the Pacific side where US bases extended from Guatemala as far 

south as the Galapagos Islands and Peru.  The Division therefore set up its headquarters at 

Balboa, where it secured pier, marine repair, and storage facilities.  From a small nucleus 

of boats already in the Canal Zone, it ultimately developed an adequate fleet of shallow-

draft freighters, tugs, barges, and other small craft.  A number of larger vessels, including 

tankers, were also acquired to supply the more distant outlying bases.  

  

Aside from 50 purse seiners fishing boats, procured by the Chief of Transportation on the 

US West Coast for the Aircraft Warning Service and delivered to Panama in the Spring of 

1942, most of the newly acquired vessels were forwarded to the Canal Zone from the New 

Orleans Port of Embarkation. 

 

By 1 June 1942, the Panama Canal Department had 197 harbour boats in operation.  

However, a problem, never completely solved, was the procurement of competent crews.  

Many of the civilians who delivered the craft from the US were unwilling to remain, since 

their families could not be brought to Panama and the pay scale was not attractive.  

Others stayed a while but left as soon as possible.  The local activation in July 1942 of the 

160th Quartermaster Boat Company, stationed at Corozal, afforded some relief and, 

despite a general lack of seafaring experience, these men developed into competent 

marine officers after a period of training under licensed personnel.   The manning problem 

was eased in 1943, however, as the construction programme began to taper off and new 

men became available who were willing to remain in Panama rather than return to the US 

and risk possible induction into the forces.   

 

Motor transport, although restricted by the poor roads and rough terrain, had a significant 

role in Panama.  The Panama Canal Department depended upon a motorised 

Quartermaster regiment, which by March 1942 operated an Atlantic and a Pacific motor 

pool, together with a dispatch pool of staff cars.  The tractor-trailer combinations used by 
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this regiment proved valuable at the piers and for large shipments to the Quartermaster 

sub-depot at Rio Hato.  The Trans-Isthmian Highway, supplementing the railroad and the 

Canal, was subsequently to permit rapid movement of troops and supplies by motor 

transport between Cristobal and Balboa.  Connecting Colon to Madden Dam in 

Panamanian territory, completed in 1941, its purpose was to provide an alternate means 

of travel to the Panama Railroad in the event of bombing or sabotage1491. 

 

Transportation was heaviest at the Canal Zone in 1942 when the construction work was 

greatest.  A total of 738,839 measurement tons of Army cargo was received at Cristobal 

and Balboa during the year, the bulk of it arriving on military transports, with minor 

tonnages carried by commercial vessels. 

 

On 7 July 1942, an agreement was signed which provided for the detail of a US military 

officer to serve as an adviser to the Panamanian Minister for Foreign Affairs1492. 

 

The US Navy air base at Salinas in Ecuador was commissioned as NAS Salinas in August 

19421493. 

 

In mid-1942, with the build-up of resources in Panama, the obsolete P-26A that the USAAF 

still had to hand 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).  However, 

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 (and they were 

eventually supplied to Guatemala).   

 

 
1491  https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/candc/candc2016.pdf  
1492  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/ch63  
1493  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/candc/candc2016.pdf
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1942v06/ch63
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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As explained (in detail) in Chapter 53 on the U-boat war, until June 1942, U-Boats had only 

entered the outer reaches of the Panama Sea Frontier.  Plans for anti-submarine patrols 

by aircraft had been approved in January 1942, being a scaled-down to match the 

available resources, and the “Battle of the Caribbean” is said to have begun in February. 

 

On 19 August 1942, the tug Alhajuela was struck by a US Navy seaplane and burst into 

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

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

returned to service 9 months later. 

 

On 22 August, a B-18 achieved the only sinking of a U-boat by a bomber from the VI 

Bomber Command based in Panama.  The day before, a USAAF bomber had attacked and 

damaged a US submarine in the outer harbour at Balboa. 

 

In the Canal Zone, in August 1942 the PT Boat base on the island of Taboga was 

commissioned. 

 

Further Navy Seabees1494 arrived in September 1942 and December 1943 as a 

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

difficulty of procuring civilian labour for work in outlying areas, both units were used 

mainly at the advance bases.  However, some were stationed within the Zone, to operate 

power houses and perform specialised maintenance work1495. 

 

In September 1942, the telephone wire system in Panama included 22 wire sets and 96 

machines, providing tactical, administrative and weather communication nets.1496 

 
1494  US Naval Construction Battalions.  Currently, the US Navy describes their function as providing 
responsive military construction support to Navy, Marine Corps and other forces in military operations, 
constructing base facilities and conducting defensive operations.  Seabees also perform specialised 
construction such as water well drilling and battle damage repair. 
1495  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
1496  United States Army in World War II.: The technical services by George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates and Dulany Terrett (US Army, Office of Military History, Department of the Army, 1957) 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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After January 1943, U-boats were never again a serious threat in the Caribbean. 

 

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

Navy, the major effort being concentrated in 3 categories – 

• fuel storage; 

• ship-repair facilities; and  

• the development of several advance bases to support distant air patrols.1497  

  

 
1497  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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FERRIES AND BRIDGES 

 

The President Roosevelt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One feature or life in the Panama and the Canal Zone that was definitely affected by 

increased demand during the war period was the ferry service across the Continental 

Divide and at the Pacific entrance to the Canal.   

 

Given the larger number of automobiles and that a new central highway was to be opened 

linking all the way from Chiriqui to Panama City, in 1931 the Panama Canal Mechanical 

Division had built 2 ferries1498. 

 

In August 1940, the US Army added another ferry service using petrol-powered barges to 

meet military needs and to serve the new townships and Army and Naval installations 

being developed in the lead-up to the war1499.  These serves were aided by the Miraflores 

swing bridge of June 1942, intended to alleviate pressure on the ferries.1500 

 
1498  Presidente Amador and Presidente Washington. 
1499  http://www.alonso-roy.com/cp/cp-07-eng.html  
1500  Ibid. 

http://www.alonso-roy.com/cp/cp-07-eng.html
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The Miraflores swing bridge 
in 1943 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In November 1942, the fleet of ferries across the divide was increased1501 to improve 

efficiency, having been a 24-hour service since 1935, and having been relocated to the 

Balboa area in 1932 – having begun with 2 ferries and making the crossing near the Pedro 

Miguel Locks, with a crossing time of 1 hour.  The ferries were 155-feet long and could 

carry up to 500 passengers and 50 cars.  It was the opening of the Bridge of the Americas 

in 1962 that consigned the ferries to history.1502 

 Ferry terminal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1501  The Presidente Porras. 
1502  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-ferry-canal-panama/  
The idea of a bridge had been proposed and accepted by the Panamanian Government as early as in 1923, 
and an agreement negotiated by President Rodolfo Chiari in 1926 included provision for such a bridge, but 
dependent on the development of the associated road network.  Subsequent administrations in the 1930s 
and 1940s also endorsed the idea of a bridge, but it was only with the Remón-Eisenhower Treaty of 1955 
that the US committed to building such a bridge: http://www.alonso-roy.com/cp/cp-07-eng.html  

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-ferry-canal-panama/
http://www.alonso-roy.com/cp/cp-07-eng.html
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 The Pedro Miguel ferry 
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THE LOSS OF THE SURCOUF 

 

In February 1942, an unfortunate accident saw the large Free French submarine Surcouf 

sunk after a collision with a freighter on Caribbean side of the Canal, 80 miles from the 

Canal Zone1503.   

 

The Surcouf was the largest submarine in the World before the war, and was launched in 

1929 – being 361 feet (110 Meters) long and having a displacement of 3,304 tons (3,357 

tonnes).  It could travel 10,000 miles (16,093 km) at 10 knots (maximum surface speed 

was 18 knots, its submerged speed was 8½ knots). 

 

It carried 2 x 8-inch (203 mm) guns in a single turret, and had a hangar aft of the conning 

tower for a small, 2-seat monoplane seaplane, as well as a 16-feet (4.9 meters) motor-

boat. It more conventional armament comprised a total of 22 torpedoes. 

 

She escaped the German invasion in 1940.  Fleeing to Britain, it then had to be forcibly 

taken over by the Royal Navy (2 British and a French sailor were killed in a skirmish).  After 

a refit, it was handed over to the Free French and eventually sent to Bermuda. 

 

It took part if the capture of the islands of St Pierre et Miquelon off Newfoundland in 

December 19401504.  Then, in January 1942, she set sail for the Pacific via the Canal, first 

calling into the US Navy submarine base at New London to refuel and load torpedoes. 

 

Initially, it was said that the submarine was lost because both vessels were operating at 

night without lights due to the U-Boat threat; but a later French inquiry claimed that the 

submarine had been lost in a “friendly fire” incident, after being attacked by US aircraft. 

 
1503  Kelshall, Gaylord T.M. The U-Boat War in the Caribbean United States Naval Institute Press (1994). 
1504  The neutral US, which had given undertakings to the Vichy Government of non-interference in its 
territories, objected and requested that the Free French withdraw, but De Gaulle refused and, in due course, 
the US backed down. 
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THE INTER-AMERICAN HIGHWAY 

 

In 1923, the USAAS began aerial surveys, conducted with several Central American 

countries, but these were not directly linked to the creation of a highway across the 

region.  In 1929, representatives of Mexico, United States and Central American states 

met in Panama to establish the Inter-American Highway Commission1505 charged with 

planning a highway from Panama to the US–Mexico border. Field reconnaissance began in 

Panama and Honduras in 1930, and the Commission met in Panama in 1931 to discuss a 

tentative route, this expanding by 1933 to Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras and 

Guatemala, about 1,400 miles1506. 

 

A field office of the US Bureau of Public Roads was reopened in Panama City in 1935, and 

later an office was opened in Costa Rica1507.  The Panamanian Government undertook to 

 
1505  Development of the Inter-American Highway by E. W. James, Chief, Division of Highway Transport, US 
Bureau of Public Roads, Washington DC (Purdue University), 1937: 
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=207
8&context=roadschool  
1506  The US Bureau of Public Roads published the report on the survey in 1934. 
1507https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=
2078&context=roadschool  

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
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build a bridge over the Chiriqui River, with construction of the foundations for this bridge 

begun by the Panamanian Government under the supervision of US engineers in 19361508. 

By 1940, with the outbreak of war in Europe, the US felt it necessary to establish a more 

direct route to Panama.  While air links to Panama had been established and improved, 

the chief communications remained to be by sea, a long journey from either the East or 

West Coasts of the US.  However, having been begun during the war, it would be after it 

that the eventual Inter-American Highway from the US to Panama was completed. 

 

Many pieces of what were to become part of the Highway were constructed prior to 1940 

and by the individual countries involved, but these only existed between major cities and 

were not in a very good state.  

 

In Panama, the route made use of the ferry at Balboa to cross the Continental Divide.  It 

also incorporated the Thatcher Highway that ran from the Canal to Arraijan, and a new 

section of road between there and Chorrera.  It followed the existing Central Highway up 

to the Costa Rica border near the Lanas de Canas Gordas1509. 

 

When, in 1946, the Highway was ready for inspection by US diplomats and engineers, in 

reality it was far from complete – most of it was only passable by Jeep, although the basic 

route had been laid out. 

 

Having opened to through traffic in 1963, it was finally completed in 1967, being a 

continuous road – sometimes only of gravel or dirt, from Mexico to Panama, some 3,349 

miles (5,390 km).  The only part constructed without any form of US aid was a 1,600-mile 

(2,575 km) section in Mexico, running to the Guatemala border area, and this opened in 

1950. 

 
1508https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=
2078&context=roadschool  
1509https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=
2078&context=roadschool  

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
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The Highway is now a part of the Pan American Highway1510, which runs all the way to 

Argentina (except from a break between the Darien province in Panama and neighbouring 

Colombia). 

 

1942: the dredger Gamboa awaiting 
passage through Monte Lirio Bridge for 
work on the Pipeline through Gatun 
Lake (see below).  The Gamboa was a 
sister dredge to the Cascadas and 
Paraiso dipper dredges.   Monte Lirio 
Bridge is seen preparing to lift its lift 
section and the large counterweight 
can be seen on the bridge1511 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
1510  The Fifth International Conference of American States, which met at Santiago, Chile in 1923, first 
considered the possibility of con structing modern highway communication from the northern part of North 
America to the southern part of South America: 
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=207
8&context=roadschool  
1511  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/ml2.htm  

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.bing.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2078&context=roadschool
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Pipelineproject/ml2.htm
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Chapter 47 

1943 

 

This, and the other year-by-year Chapters, seek to provide a snapshot of some of the 

happenings each year (that, together with some notes on various matters of interest that 

occurred in that year (such as the demise of the tramcars and the abortive attempt to 

introduce paper money in 1941). 

 

“Memory of the visit of the Choir of the University of 
Panama to the North American defenders of democracy 
stationed in the interior of the country - April 3, 19431512” 

 

 

 

 

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

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

Chapter on the Yamamoto Plan, was still under consideration at the time), with the U-boat 

threat less and the Japanese military and naval forces busy far away across the Pacific.  By 

this time, the peak strength of some 67,000 air and ground forces of the Panama Canal 

Department had been reached, and the major construction projects were completed or 

nearing completion.   

 

The War Department reduced the Caribbean Defense Command to the status of Category 

"B" in April 1943 (meaning that it was considered a coastal frontier that "may be subject 

to minor attacks").  However, overall manpower within Panama, having expanded from 

about 28,000 men at the close of 1940, to about 31,000 by December 1941, rose to a peak 

of over 66,000 by early 1943.1513 

 
1512  Recuerdo de la vista del Coro de la Universidad de Panama a los defensores norte americanos de la 
democracia acantonados en el interior del pais - 3 de Abril 1943 
1513  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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By early 1943 (somewhat ironically, given that 1943 was to see that start of the decline in 

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

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

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

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

Canal Zone were reduced to a restricted or caretaker status by the fall of 19441514. 

 

Of course, as we have seen, the 1942 Bases Agreement, that was to clear the way for the 

134 additional defence sites in the Republic, only formally came into effect in May 1943. 

 

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

remaining on until 2300). 

 

1943 – “A Pocket guide to Panama” for US Army and US Navy 

 

From April 1943, Navy patrol aircraft began to gradually replace USAAF bombers on the 

Pacific patrols, with squadrons VP-206 (stationed at Salinas in Ecuador) and VP-207 

(stationed at Corinto in Nicaragua).  In October 1943, with additional suqadrons becoming 

available, the Navy finally took on the entire Pacific secruity patrol role. 

 
1514  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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However, during the period of renewed U-boat threat from 23 November 1943 to 8 April 

1944, the USAAF took on more of the anti-submarine work in the Caribbean.  During this 

period, 219 4-engine and 266 twin-engine bomber missions were undertaken by VI 

Bomber Command, carrying out anti-submarine sweeps on behalf of the Navy. 

In early 1943, the new 10th Fleet was established for overall command of all anti-

submarine operations in that part of the Atlantic under US strategic control – this meaning 

that a commander of forces in the Panama Sea Frontier served 3 superiors (the Caribbean 

Defense Command, the local 15th Naval District and the theatre-wide 10th Fleet).1515 

 

1943 saw the tug Chagres became a casualty when it struck a submerged mine in the 

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

and 6 others were rescued.  

 

In part to cope with problems faced in the war in the Pacific, the US Army School of 

Malariology1516 was established at Fort Clayton in 1943 (for more on the fight against 

malaria in Panama during the war, see the Chapter on disease and illness). 

 

 US Vice-President Henry A Wallace dining during 

official trip to Panama in April 1943 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1515  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
1516  The School continued its work into the 1960s, as part of the US Army Medical Research and 
Development Command, credited with devising more accurate laboratory methods for identifying, testing 
and treating a variety of infectious and parasitic diseases. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j


765 
 

 

In May 1943, elements of the Striking Force began preparations for a combined 

parachute/glider assault to seize the island of Martinique by force (which proved 

unnecessary).  See below for more information on the position of Martinique during the 

war, and the Chapter on ground troops for more information on the Striking Force. 

 

When it was no longer required for the planned Martinique operation1517, the paratroops 

were instead moved out in August 1943, and departed Panama for Sicily, where it trained 

in preparation for the invasion of Southern France in 1944.  It was later badly mauled in 

fighting in Belgium in January 1945, with survivors being absorbed into the 82nd Airborne 

Division, being formally deactivated later in January. 

 

In May 1943, the 20th Transport Squadron received the unique Boeing XC-105, the 

modified XB-15 long-range bomber christened “Grandpappy” (for more on this aircraft 

and its uses, see the Chapter on air units).  It would be retired from service in June 1944. 

 

In June 1943, the Antilles Department was established, with its headquarters at San Juan, 

which replaced the Puerto Rican Department, as such, and placed the Puerto Rican and 

Trinidad Sectors on an equal footing within the new administrative unit.  This continued 

into 1944, when the 2 subordinate sectors were in turn eliminated and all posts in the 

Antilles came under the direct control of Antilles Department Headquarters. 

 

On 1 June 1943, the Panama Security Command was disestablished and the Mobile Force 

resumed responsibility for security, with the 150th Infantry Regiment continuing its 

internal security role, this being essentially unchanged to April 1945.1518 

 

 
1517  The French Admiral in charge of the Vichy forces on Martinique learned of the impending US operation, 
and promptly fled the island, turning over control to a US Navy Admiral. 
1518  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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The Summer of 1943 saw a small refuelling base established at Almirante on the 

Caribbean coast to refuel PT boats1519. 

 

In 1943, to meet the unexpectedly heavy demands for transhipment of cargo to the 

outlying bases, the Area Transportation Division had to charter and borrow additional 

vessels, adding to the fleet it had built up in 1942.  But this was only a flurry, for the 

construction programmes were nearing an end, and the Command was soon in the 

process of reduction. 

 

There were continued difficulties involving racial friction in the Area Transportation 

Division.  Where separate living quarters could be arranged aboard the vessel, a native 

crew could be employed under white licensed personnel.  It was also usually desirable 

that the vessel complement be either entirely military or entirely civilian, since the great 

disparity in pay made the average soldier disgruntled if he worked alongside civilians. 

 

As the danger of air attack had become the primary concern, it had been felt that the 

heavy mortar coastal batteries dating from World War 1 were virtually defenceless from 

such an attack, and in 1943 these sites were stripped and the mortars removed1520.   In 

addition, in late 1943, both the smokescreen and barrage balloon programmes were 

abandoned1521. 

 

The USAAF was anxious to get rid of the remaining, obsolete P-26 “Peashooter” fighters 

(see the Chapter on aircraft types for more information on this pre-war design).  It had 

offered them to Panama, but the offer had been rejected.  However, Guatemala agreed to 

take them.  The story of their disposal and use is provided below. 

 

 
1519  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
1520  Probably the only US 12-inch (304 mm) mortars to ever see action were those in the Philippines in 1942. 
1521  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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Alongside the expansion and improvement of US Army and USAAC/USAAF facilities and 

capabilities during the war, there was also developments on the part of the US Navy.  The 

Rodman Naval Station, at the Pacific end of the Canal, which had been constructed 1932-

37, saw in 1943 a 600-acre (242.8 hectare) expansion opened – 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 facilities1522.   

 

In mid-1943, the Army had agreed to turn over all of its anti-submarine operations to the 

Navy, and in August 1943 their agreement came into operation.  Before the war, Congress 

had mandated that the US Navy was not permitted to operate land-based combat aircraft, 

this being the exclusive right of the Army.  During the war, however, this rule was 

gradually modified, as the Navy sought greater control of all aspects of naval warfare – as 

well as better and more suitable types, particularly for the long-range maritime 

patrol/anti-submarine role. 

 

 

USS Intrepid on 12 
September 1943 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1522  Its US Navy used reduced 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  

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
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In October 1943, a minelaying U-Boat laid mines within 4 miles (6.4 km) of the Colón 

breakwater, but these caused no damage, and most were swept within a month1523.  In 

fact, as explained in Chapter 53 on the U-boat war, after the end of January 1943 U-boats 

were not seen as a serious threat in the Caribbean – though November saw a concerted 

attack by 3 U-boats in the Panama Sea Frontier1524. 

 

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

started in February 1942, and subsequently these huge storage reservoirs, 32 miles (51.5 

km) apart, were connected by a multiple pipe-line completed in 19431525. 

 

In December 1943, more US Navy Seabees1526 arrived and served in the 15th Naval District.  

Due to the ongoing difficulty of procuring civilian labour for work in outlying areas, they, 

like their predecessors, were used mainly at the advance bases.  However, some were 

stationed within the Zone, to operate power houses and perform specialised maintenance 

work1527. 

 

In December 1943, as part of the general reduction in strength of the Panama Canal 

Department, all barrage balloon positions were abandoned and the unit returned to the 

US for reassignment.1528 

 
1523  The U-Boat involved went on to laid off the Gulf of Paria, Venezuela, again with little or no effect. 
1524  336 ships were lost in 1942, 35 in 1943 and only 3 in 1944. 
1525  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
1526  US Naval Construction Battalions.   
1527  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
1528  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Air patrols during wartime 1943-441529 

 

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

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

Puerto Rico.  At the start of 1943 there were approximately 17,000 Puerto Ricans in the 

US Army, including the 65th Infantry Regiment, and all of them were stationed either in 

Puerto Rico itself or in the US Virgin Islands1530.  The US wanted to use these troops in 

Panama but met resistance.  For more information see the Chapter on the use of Puerto 

Ricans in Panama. 

 

 

 
1529  Ibid. 
1530  Interestingly, in 1917 the US had hurriedly acquired the Danish Virgin Islands, to counter a possible flaw 
in the canal's defences, by ensuring they were not obtained by Imperial Germany.  The US paid $25 million 
in gold.  President Woodrow Wilson and his Secretary of State Robert Lansing had feared that 
Germany might annex Denmark and then be launch attacks the islands.  
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MARTINIQUE1531 

 

A French colony1532, following the Fall of France in 1940 the island adhered to the Vichy 

Government, before switching to the Free French cause in 1943.  It and Guadeloupe were 

ruled by Admiral Robert, a Vichy supporter, who had taken up the post of High 

Commissioner of the Republic to the Antilles1533 and Guiana and Naval Commander in 

Chief for the Western Atlantic in September 1939. 

 

Initially, in June 1940, the General Council of Martinique had called for continuing the war 

on the side of the Allies; but Admiral Robert enforced the Armistice and launched the 

Vichy “National Revolution” in the island1534. 

 

There were US concerns about the French gold reserves, taken to Martinique from the 

Bank of France1535, could fall into German hands, and this one of the reasons (some 

suggest the main reason) why plans for an invasion were prepared.  However, under the 

Robert-Greenslade Accords1536, the US agreed to provide the islands with necessities in 

return for their neutrality.  Despite this the islands endured a period of deprivation, as 

well the racist policies of Robert. 

 

In July 1940, plans were finalised by the joint US/British planning committee for a US 

expeditionary force to invade the island, citing fears that 3 French warships stationed 

there (including the aircraft carrier Bearn, carrying 107 US-built aircraft that had been on 

their way to France) could be turned over to the Germans and threaten US and British 

 
1531  http://www.schudak.de/timelines/martinique1502-1947.html  
1532  It only became a Département in 1946 (and a Région in 1974). 
1533  That is to say, Guadeloupe and Martinique (plus Saint Martin – though the southern half if the Dutch 
Sint Maarten - and Bathélemy). 
1534  However, on 28 June, he began negotiations with the neutral US for essential supplies. 
1535  286 tons of gold had arrived on the cruiser Emile Bertin in late June 1940.  It had originally been 
destined for safekeeping in Canada: http://www.schudak.de/timelines/martinique1502-1947.html  
1536  Negotiated by Rear Admiral John W Greenslade USN, this guaranteed free movement of French vessels, 
required prior notice of any shipment of gold, allowed for a US naval observer on the island and daily air and 
sea patrols, and allowed the controlled release of funds to purchase essentials. 

http://www.schudak.de/timelines/martinique1502-1947.html
http://www.schudak.de/timelines/martinique1502-1947.html
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shipping in the Atlantic1537.  Plans were dropped in September, but the Royal Navy began a 

short-lived blockade in October and President Roosevelt called for plans for an assault on 

the island. 

 

After a U-boat offloaded a wounded crewman on 16 February 19421538, the US demanded 

closure of Martinique and Guadeloupe ports to Axis shipping.  In May 1942, Admiral 

Robert was told that the Greenslade-Robert Accords no longer applied (they were 

formally abrogated in March 1943 and a blockade imposed), and the US demanded that 

the French warships be immobilised.  Then, in November 1942, Robert rejected calls from 

Admiral Darlan to switch to the Free French cause following the Allied invasion of North 

Africa, and rejected an attempt by a representative of De Gaulle in April 1943. 

 

An armed uprising overthrew the Robert regime in 19431539, following a mutiny by troops, 

who barricade themselves in a fort containing the French gold.  On 2 July, Admiral Robert 

formally surrendered his command to a US admiral, leaving 13 days later for Puerto Rico 

and then Lisbon. 

 

In 1947. Admiral Robert was put on trial at Versailles and sentenced to 10 years hard 

labour (but was released 6 months later at the request of the High Court) and “national 

degradation” for life (but was pardoned in 1957). 

 

  

 
1537  http://www.schudak.de/timelines/martinique1502-1947.html  
1538  The U-boat had been involved in shelling oil refineries at Aruba. 
1539  This was not recognised postwar as part of the resistance movement, causing allegations of racism and 
double standards: 
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195382839.001.0001/acprof-
9780195382839-chapter-2  

http://www.schudak.de/timelines/martinique1502-1947.html
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195382839.001.0001/acprof-9780195382839-chapter-2
https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195382839.001.0001/acprof-9780195382839-chapter-2
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PEASHOOTERS FOR GUATEMALA 

 

One of the former USAAC P-26A 

Peashooters in Guatemala Air 

Force use1540 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In February 1942, the P-26A assigned to the 32nd Pursuit Group at Albrook Field were still 

being considered as 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.   

 

This was despite the fact that the type was woefully outdated, and would be no match any 

modern fighter employed by an enemy (nor for many of the bombers and other types 

used by Germany and Japan).  At least pre-war, it might have been a match for anything 

that a neighbouring state might have had.  For more on the aircraft design see the Chapter 

on aircraft types used in Panama. 

 

 
1540  https://www.laahs.com/guatemalan-peashooters/ 

https://www.laahs.com/guatemalan-peashooters/
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However, by early 1942, 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 over1541. 

 

At the time of their delivery, 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).   

 

Of the 9 delivered, 2 were written off as non-airworthy and 1 was supplied only as a 

source of spares.  The Guatemalans rebuilt the “spares” example into an 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 were 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. 

 

 

 

 
1541  https://www.laahs.com/guatemalan-peashooters/  

https://www.laahs.com/guatemalan-peashooters/
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FORCING A SWITCH TO DRIVING ON THE RIGHT 

 

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

during World War 2. 

 

Originally, before the advent of large numbers of motor cars, carriages tended to drive on 

the left – this being said to be due to many coachmen coming from British colonies in the 

Caribbean.  When cars began to appear, driving on the left continued, although nearly all 

cars came from the US – and so had the steering wheel on the wrong side.  However, 

when cars were relatively few, traffic light and roads small it seemed of less importance. 

 

By 1936, a drive was being made to force traffic to drive on the right (despite objections 

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

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

and with drivers from the US and used to driving on the right, forced the issue1542. 

 

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

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

on zero day, a siren sounded, and everything changed1543. 

 

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

 
1542  This has echoes of the situation in Czechoslovakia, where they drove on the left until the Nazi invasion, 
when a change was forced (as you cannot argue with a panzer…). 
1543  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-manejo-izquierda/  

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/panama-manejo-izquierda/


775 
 

 

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

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

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

continue walking on the side they had always used.1544 

 

 

  

 
1544  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-22  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-22
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Chapter 48 

1944 

 

This, and the other year-by-year Chapters, seek to provide a snapshot of some of the 

happenings each year (that, together with some notes on various matters of interest that 

occurred in that year (such as the demise of the tramcars and the abortive attempt to 

introduce paper money in 1941). 

 

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 affected1545. 

 

The peak of construction activity on behalf of the Navy was reached in Summer 1943, 

after which 3 of the 4 major contracts were terminated.  After this, in April 1944, the Navy 

awarded only several smaller lump-sum contracts were awarded for minor additions and 

improvements and to cater for ongoing needs.1546 

 

A project began on 6 January 1944, with the Panamanian Government having given its go-

ahead for "chemical warfare tests" on San Jose1547 – an island that was uninhabited and 

relatively isolated, yet close enough to mainland Panama, some 60 miles away, to be 

 
1545  https://history.army.mil/html/books/panama/panamacanal/CMH-70-115-1-PanamaCanal.pdf 
1546  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
1547  On 20 December 1943, the US Consul proposed to conduct "certain chemical warfare tests under 
existing jungle conditions" for 60-day renewable periods on San José Island. The agreement had to be made 
with both the Panamanian government and the island's private owners, a Panama City company called 
Huertematte & Co.  A rental fee of $15,000 a year was agreed.  The US also sought the Government’s 
consent to build trails and wharves and to incorporate the agreement into the 1942 base agreement: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  

https://history.army.mil/html/books/panama/panamacanal/CMH-70-115-1-PanamaCanal.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
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easily resupplied.1548  See the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical defences for more 

information. 

 

The Trans-Isthmian Highway opened in January 1942, being completed in December 1944 

(but with traffic limited only to authorised military traffic)1549. 

 

The obsolete coastal mortars had been deactivated in 1943, and the last firing of the large 

coastal guns – the 16-inch and 14-inch (355 mm and 406 mm) coastal artillery - took place 

in 1944 and, after this last practice, they remained unmanned and were finally removed 

between 1946 and 1948. 

 

A lighter-than-air (in other words, airship1550) base was established by the Navy in 1944 at 

Mandinga, on the Caribbean coast, 75 miles (120.7 km) west of Coco Solo, for use in aerial 

patrols of the eastern approaches of the Canal.  It was constructed by the Army on land 

leased from the Panamanian Government, and the airfield was transferred to the Navy in 

February 1944.  It comprised 3 asphalt strips, 3,000 by 150 feet (914.4 x 45.7 meters), 

which had been used by the Army as an emergency fighter field.  Fuel was stored in 

drums, and a few temporary buildings were set in land cleared from the jungle1551.  From 

January 1944, jungle was cleared by Seabees and a portable mooring mast, helium-

storage building, and a small radio station were erected. However, in September 1944 

that the blimp and its equipment was transferred to Barranquilla on the coast of 

Colombia, and the Navy vacated the site, which was returned to the Army1552 (for more on 

the Navy use of blimps, or non-rigid airships, see the Chapter on the Navy). 

 
1548  Canada and Chemical Warfare 1939-1945, a thesis by Christopher R Paige (Submitted to the College of 
Graduate Studies and Research, University of Saskatchewan), 2009: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
1549  This was the first transcontinental highway in the Americas, albeit that Panama is only around 40 miles 
across at its narrowest point. In the modern form of the Transistmica, it continues in use today. 
1550  Strictly speaking, being a “blimp” or non-rigid airship, lacking an internal structural frame or keel and 
relying on the pressure of their lifting gas to maintain their shape.  The iconic Goodyear blimp, as seen at 
sporting events etc in the US in a modern example of the form. 
1551  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
1552  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html


778 
 

 

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

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

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

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

had threatened the area at all for over 10 months and, from VE- to VJ-Day reductions and 

deactivations continued at an even faster pace. 

 

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

were retired or scrapped1553.  In 1944, about two-thirds of the proposed new batteries 

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

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

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

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

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

19501554. 

 

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

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

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

(152 mm) artillery pieces capable of being withdrawn under cover, these batteries (named 

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

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

were buried.  A battery equipped with 90 mm guns replaced the 6-inch guns, being 

intended for use against motor torpedo boats1555.  These were subsequently removed in 

1948, and the site buried over. 

 
1553  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
1554  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
1555  AMTB (Anti-Motor Torpedo Boat) Batteries - complete AMTB batteries were composed of 2 x 90 mm 
M1 guns on fixed M3 mounts, 2 x 90 mm M1 guns on mobile M1 mounts and 2 x 37 mm (later 40 mm) 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
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Bob Hope and Frances Langford 
entertaining patients at the Coco Solo 
Naval Hospital, 9 March 1944. 
Entertainers are (left to right): Frances 
Langford, Vera Vague, Jerry Colonna, 
Bob Hope, Tony Romano. Also present 
is Wendell Niles1556 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1944 saw the birth of 2 new airlines, one of which was to continue until the present day, 

becoming the country’s flag carrier. 

 

On 21 June, Compañia Panameña de Aviación SA (or COPA) was formed with a 40% 

shareholding by Pan American, the other 60% being owned by Panamanian investors.  It 

was to go on the become the country’s leading, and national airline1557.1558 

 
COPA was to begin operations on 19 May 1947, with internal flights 
between 3 cities using DC.3 (C-47) aircraft1559 
 

 

The next day, 22 June, Compañia Chiricana de Aviación SA 

was formed.  This was authorised to operate between David 

(in Chiriqui Province, hence the company name) and Puerto Armuelles using a single-

 
automatic guns but some AMTB would not be completely armed with full complement of the mobile guns.  
Many positions were armed only with mobile guns (some 90 mm, but mostly 37 mm sections).1555 
1556 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html  
1557  https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia 
1558  For a history of COPA, see: https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-de-copa-airlines/  
1559  Ibid. 

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html
https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-de-copa-airlines/
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engine Fairchild 24 monoplane, and subsequently from David and La Chorrera using a 

twin-engine Avro Anson.1560 

 

In November 1944, the Caribbean Defense Command began to establish additional 

training resources to assist the efforts of Latin American republics to “mold their individual 

military groups into well-functioning and efficient organizations patterned after the 

general principles of the United States Army”1561. 

 

By January 1944, 38,751 of the forces previously on the strength of the Panama Canal 

Department had been redeployed, some outpost installations were abandoned, and heavy 

artillery batteries began to be deactivated.  In September 1944, the Caribbean Defense 

Command reverted to a pre-war alert status.   

 

EMILIA ISABEL PACHECO 

 

A Panamanian nurse, Lieutenant Emilia 

Isabel Pacheco, was part of an Infantry 

group that landed on D-Day on the 

beaches of Normandy.  She had been 

ordered to establish a liaison coordination 

point with the naval attack team. 

 

Joining the US Army at the age of 23, she 

trained at the Valley Forge Hospital in 

Philadelphia before sailing on the British 

troopship Arundel Castle for the UK.  After 

 
1560  Ibid. 
1561  As per CDC Training Memorandum Number 1, Training Directive Training Year 1945. 
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the Normandy campaign she continued to serve in the European theatre to the end of the 

war.   

 

After the war, Pacheco returned to Panama with the rank of Captain.  She is said to be the 

only Panamanian woman to participate in the war. 
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Chapter 49 

1945 

 

By early 1945, forces in Canal Zone were submitting plans for postwar scenarios.  By the 

end of the year many defensive emplacements had been abandoned or removed1562. 

 

 

In September 1944, the Sixth Air Force told USAAF headquarters that it only had 161 

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

its 189 aircraft intended strength.  It therefore requested that replacements be sent 

sooner.   

 

 
1562  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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There appeared to be numerous problems and delays, and large-scale deliveries of the 

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

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

 

However, by April, the Sixth Air Force was reporting that it was now 33 aircraft over its 

intended strength (now set at 186), with the Commanding General asking for the 

movement of fighters to (and from) the command to ceases, as it was causing problems 

with maintenance and supplies.  By June 1945, it had 199 P-381563. 

 

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

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

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

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

would be conducted to see if they were needed in another part of Panama.  If not, they 

could be disposed of immediately.1564 

 

Nearly all Coast Artillery units were deactivated 1944-1946, and the Coast Artillery Corps 

officially abolished in 1950.1565 

 

OPERATION TRANSIT 

 

After the German surrender in May 1945, the redeployment of men and materials from 

the European to the Pacific theatres was to take place, being christened Operation Transit 

(see below) by the Panama Canal Department.  20 transports passed through the Canal, 

together with 105 freighters, between 4 July and 9 August 1945.     However, after Japan 

 
1563https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1
&isAllowed=y 
1564  Ibid. 
1565  https://cdsg.org/coast-artillery-corps/  

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://cdsg.org/coast-artillery-corps/
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surrendered, 17 ships underway, including one already in the Canal, were rerouted to US 

East Coast ports instead. 

 

Operation Transit was the final flurry of military and naval activity in Panama during the 

war.  The first redeployed troopship to pass through the Panama Canal was the USS 

Uruguay, which docked at Cristobal on 20 June with 4,400 men aboard, direct from 

Leghorn, Italy.  Altogether, 36 troopships passed through the Canal Zone carrying 

approximately 125,000 troops being redeployed from the European and Mediterranean 

theatres.  The last redeployment vessel, the USS Hawaiian Shipper, arrived on 14 August 

1945, just in time for its passengers to get news of the Japanese surrender and to find 

their destination changed to New York.   

 

Operation Transit was formally initiated on 5 July 1945.  It consisted of 4 different Plans, 

differing dependent on the time that any vessel would stop while on en route and if any of 

the troops aboard were able or required to disembark.   

 

The project was placed under the direction of the Deputy Commander, Panama Canal 

Department, and the Department chief of transportation was assigned responsibility for 

the technical phase, which included servicing, repair, and transit of the ships. 

 

Plans A and B dealt with situations where short stays were involved, and troops did not 

disembark, except into the immediate dock area for a few hours of recreation, with 

temporary facilities to provide refreshments, souvenirs etc.  Plan C included arrangements 

for troops to be shuttled to other areas for more extended rest and recreation away from 

the ships1566.  Plan D involved having to billet troops in the Canal Zone temporarily. 

 

Obviously, troops travelled in both directions, returning home from service in the Pacific 

as well as being deployed there.  Similar arrangements as those put in place for Operation 

 
1566  Such as at Balboa High School stadium. 
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Transit could be employed.  In both directions, injured or ill troops would be removed to 

hospitals in the Canal Zone, with several hundred being removed to the hospitals during 

Operation Transit. 

 

Every possible facility, including religious, USO, Red Cross, and post exchange services, 

were made available to make the short stay in the Canal Zone pleasant and profitable.   

For a short time, the Panama Canal was the busy gateway to the Pacific, through which 

passed a steady succession of ships carrying redeployed troops. 

 

One unusual incident occurred in August 1945, when the USS General DE Aultman, 

returning from the Pacific ran aground about a mile south of the Miraflores Locks.  The 

troops were disembarked, but had to be found alternative accommodation, as the more 

usual places had been earmarked for troops aboard 2 Operation Transit vessels at Albrook 

Field and Fort Amador.  It is worth noting that, alongside the 3,209 officers and men there 

were also 84 nurses and 5 Red Cross women.  At one of the sites involved, at Fort Clayton, 

the visitors were welcomed with $7,000 worth of Coca Cola, 180 gallons of ice cream and 

35 kegs of beer, with more to follow in the subsequent days.  Those who wanted to, 5 

busloads, were even taken on a sightseeing tour of historic sites in Panama.  After nearly a 

week in Panama, the ship and troops finally departed on 13 August 1945. 

 

On 12 September 1945, the Commanding General formally ended Operation Transit.  

Despite only lasting a few months, during the operation ships had taken on 410,000 

barrels of fuel oil (with 124,725 complimentary pints of ice cream also being provided)1567. 

 

 
1567  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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1945: A Panama City street with US sailors  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

US Army patrol boat in 1945 
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The above illustration is of something which was intended as a souvenir of a serviceman's 

visit to Panama features a pictorial map of the Isthmus of Panama, a detailed 

topographical map of the Canal and a brief history of its construction.  This Official Army 

Souvenir dates from around 1944 and was printed with the intention that it be mailed 

home. It is designated, "A personnel service from Hq. Sixth Air Force" at the bottom, left 

corner, and is titled "A Pictorial Map of Historic Panama," and it was drawn by Sing Leong. 

Opened, the folded map measures 12½ inches by 18 inches (31.75 x 45.72 cm)1568. 

 

Left: c.1945: US aircraft carrier Enterprise and an unidentified US battleship, elements of US Third Fleet, 
entering Panama Canal (Photo by Thomas D. Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images) 

Right: aerial view of ships going through the Panama Canal in Panama, October 1945  
(Photo by Thomas D Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images) 

 

The end of the war in 1945 saw civilian watchmen being reinstated, with a new force 

comprising 30 guards  and 2 sergeants under the Superintendent of the Locks Division.  It 

had responsbility for lock security, and was backed up by the Canal Zone Police.  The 

military was to temporarily return to the security role 1950-52, during hostilities in Korea. 

 

  

 
1568  https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/army-panama-canal-pictorial-map-1944-1792280917  

https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/army-panama-canal-pictorial-map-1944-1792280917
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Chapter 50 

POSTWAR 

 

 

Pedro Miguel Locks and the USS Philippine Sea (CV-47) on 8 January 1947 with 6 R4D Skytrain1569 transport 
aircraft on her deck en route for Rear Admiral Byrd's Operation High Jump1570  

(The photograph was taken by Clint Fewell who lived in Panama from 1944 to 1948 and worked for the Civil 
Aeronautics Administration (CAA), while his wife worked for Pan American at Albrook field) 

 

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

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

for. 

 

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

could drive – see the Chapter 47 on 1943), even though it was not directly attacked.  For 

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

 
1569  The US Navy designation for the C-47 Skytrain/Dakota versions of the DC.3, as used by the 20th 
Transport Squadron. 
1570  The 1946-47 expedition involved 13 ships, including 2 seaplane tenders and the aircraft carrier, with 
ship-based aircraft taking 49,000 photographs which, with photography by land-based aircraft, covered 
around 60% of the Antarctic coast – nearly 25% of which had previously been unseen 
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Railroad Company were transferred to the US Navy1571, with the shipping line services 

suspended until 1947 (see Chapter 27 for details of its ships wartime roles). 

 

USS Missouri in the Miraflores Locks, Panama Canal, October 
1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captured German cruiser Prinz 
Eugen in the Panama Canal en route 
to Bikini Atoll in 1946, ending its 
days as a target in an A-bomb test 
there 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1571  The original Panama Railroad was begun in 1847 by 3 New York entrepreneurs and opened in 1855, as 
the first transcontinental railway in the western hemisphere.  Originally initiated to take advantage of a US 
mail contract, it was then used by many hundreds of would-be goldminers making their way to take part in 
the California gold rush – both they and the mail making the journey (despite sea journeys before and after 
crossing the isthmus) faster than trying to cross the continental US. 
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It seems an incontestable fact that, despite the move to having a two-ocean navy, without 

the Panama Canal it is unlikely that the US road, rail, seaport and river transport network 

could have accommodated the flow of men and materials required for the two-theatre 

war in which the US found itself in 1941.  Between 7 December 1941 and VJ-Day in 

September 1945, over 6,400 warships and 10,300 other vessels passed along the Canal. 

 

Many of the fears that had been expressed about German U-Boats, Japanese warships, 

Axis infiltrators, or fifth column saboteurs either never materialised or were dealt with 

quickly at the beginning of the war effort1572. 

 

The agreement for use of the sites outside the Canal Zone by the US military called for 

such sites to be handed back 1 year after the end of the war.  However, when the war 

ended with the surrender of Japan in September 1945 a dispute once again broke out.  

See the Chapter on the 1942 Bases Agreement and the (failed) 1947 Filós-Hines 

Agreement.   

 
Location of the bases in 
dispute 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The new President Enrique Adolfo Jimenéz, who had become President in June 1945, had 

authorised a draft treaty allowing for the continued presence of at least some US bases in 

 
1572  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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the Republic.  This led to an angry, and armed, mob outside the National Assembly when it 

met in 1947, which persuaded the deputies inside the reject the draft, and by 1948 the US 

had evacuated all occupied bases and sites outside the Canal Zone1573. 

 

It would take a further treaty in 1955 for the US to once again obtain the ability to operate 

outside the Canal Zone, including a 15-year agreement over the use of the Rio Hato 

airbase.  See also the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical defences for US Army 

activities postwar involving testing of chemical and nerve agents. 

 

The reduction in strength, and the redeployment of troops, from the Panama Canal 

Department and the Caribbean Defense Command, which had begun in 1943, continued 

apace to December 1945, with a start made on a reorganisation being begun in 1946, with 

an aim of achieving a target of 20,000 Canal Zone troops by 1 March 1946.  The reduction 

continued after the war, despite the Cold War and the Korean War of the early 1950s1574 

and by 1959, troop levels reached their lowest level, with just 6,600 being present. 

 

Ever since January 1943, the strength of the Panama Canal Department had been 

progressively run down as air and ground units were transferred to Europe and the Pacific.  

By the end of August 1945 manpower had declined from a peak of 67,000 to just under 

32,000 and, as explained above, by 1 March 1946 it was to drop to 20,000 as Army 

demobilisation gathered momentum.  Furthermore, in order to concentrate resources for 

occupation duty in Austria, Germany, Korea and Japan, the new Army Chief of Staff, 

Eisenhower, wrote to General MacArthur in Japan in January 1946 that garrisons in places 

such as Panama were being “cut to the bone”.1575  

 
1573  For a view from the US Government of the relationship with Panama in the immediate postwar period, 
see Memorandum by the Assistant Chief of the Division of Central America and Panama Affairs, dated 20 
January 1948: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
1574  The Korean War 1950-53 saw security increased, Army guards assigned, anti-aircraft units (which were 
those left from World War 2) were stood up and used to supplement harbour defences, “hostile” foreign 
nationals were detained and the control of ships was tightened. 
1575  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467
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At the end of the war, the Coast Artillery Command (already largely redundant) and the 

Mobile Force were discontinued (the Coastal Artillery Command was abolished in 1950), 

and on 1 December 1946, the Panama Canal Department was divided back into Atlantic 

and Pacific sectors.   

 

The USAAF Sixth Air Force was removed from the Panama Canal Department and 

reorganised as the Caribbean Air Command, and in 1947 the new, separate US Air Force 

took over responsibility from the former USAAF.   

 

Also, in 1947 the Panama Canal Department was deactivated and replaced by the new US 

Army Caribbean (USARCARIB), which retained its headquarters in the Canal Zone.  The 

Army, Navy and USAF components in Panama had been reorganised under the overall, 

forces-wide Caribbean Command1576.  While defence of the Canal remained the primary 

concern of USARCARIB1577, it acquired other responsibilities in Latin America1578. 

 

Since late in the war, as the threat of attack was beginning to recede, Albrook Field had 

begun a training role that it continued to perform until 1989.  The Air Force School of the 

Military Training Center of the Panama Canal Department, located at the Panama Air 

Depot (PAD), opened in 1943 to train Latin American Air Forces. The first class consisted of 

an officer and 10 enlisted men from Peru who signed up for 3 months of apprentice 

training1579.  Albrook ceased use as a terminal for airline operations in 1949.1580 

 

 
1576  Which was to become US Southern Command in 1963. 
1577  In 1963, USARCARIB became US Army Forces Southern Command, part of US Southern Command. 
1578  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
1579  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
1580  https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm
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In 1946, a Carnival of Victory was held 

(said to have been the best in the 

history of carnivals in the country)1581.  

Christened “La Victoria”, President 

Jiminez Brin later issued a Decree 

making the annual pre-lent carnivals 

official, to be celebrated annually 

through the country.   

 

La Victoria also involved communities from the Canal Zone, the US forces and other clubs, 

societies and groups, with an estimated 56 floats taking part in the parade1582.   

 

 

It might be noted that, until 1958, US forces also participated in Panama’s independence 

parades each November, and certainly did so in the parades of November 1946.  This 

 
1581  https://portal.critica.com.pa/archivo/03022000/opiayer.html#TOP 
1582  https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/02/escenas-del-carnaval-de-la-victoria.html  

https://portal.critica.com.pa/archivo/03022000/opiayer.html#TOP
https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/02/escenas-del-carnaval-de-la-victoria.html
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participation was to end after protests by students and others were repressed after the 

1958 parade of 3 November1583. 

 
The photo shows a battalion of US 
Marines from the Rodman Naval Base 
marching down Central Avenue as part 
of the November 1946 parade. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

A well-preserved example of a typical 
Panama Canal Zone house in Gamboa in 
2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An entrance to the US Army underground HQ bunker, 

Quarry Heights; now in the nature reserve on Cerro 

Anton in Panama City (my photo in 2021) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1583  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/11/desfile-de-noviembre-de-1946.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/11/desfile-de-noviembre-de-1946.html
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It was not only the US forces that saw a drawdown in numbers with the end of the war.  

An increase in number of employees of the Canal and railway had begun in 1938 when the 

(abortive) construction of a third set of locks began.  Even after the US entered the war 

and despite that project being suspended, wartime requirements still demanded a 

continued increase of personnel.   

 

The workforce, that had numbered 13,800 in 1938, reached a peak of 38,000 by 1942.  

Once the war was over, it was impossible to maintain this level and a reduction of the 

workforce was begun.  By May 1950, the workforce had been reduced to some 19,600 

employees (figures used include both US-rate and local rate – the “Gold” and “Silver” roll - 

employees1584), and what were described as fundamental organisational changes were 

made in 1951 - followed by the introduction of income tax for employees in the Canal 

Zone, and an $80 million project to replace obsolete and substandard housing, completed 

by 1956.1585  

 

Even while World War 2 was still under way, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) had 

conducted 2 postwar basing studies that called for the creation of an extensive network of 

(primarily air) bases overseas.  The first identified 66 foreign sites where access was 

needed, while the second called for access to 84 foreign locations.  Panama was 

highlighted in both as being of great importance.  They outlined proposals for a network 

of air bases lying along the perimeters of the European and Asian continents that would 

allow the US to project power into these areas, while simultaneously precluding their use 

by other states.   The JCS did not plan on establishing large garrisons with permanently 

stationed troops, aircraft or naval vessels at all the desired sites.  Instead, the focus was 

on obtaining “rights” that could “be exercised when necessary”.  However, by 1946, a 

number of factors — including budgetary constraints, host-nation opposition, and the 

 
1584  The terms “Gold” and “Silver” were only officially dropped during the 1950s and a single pay scale for 
American and Panamanian workers was established. 
1585  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf
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reaction of the State Department — prompted the JCS to drop plans for many of the 

bases.1586 

 

In December 1950, the New York Times marked the first passage of a Japanese ship 

through the Canal since July 1941, when a vessel loaded with scrap metal made a transit 

on 10 December. 

 

In the 1950s, the US made several concessions to the Panamanians to assuage nationalist 

anger, such as making Spanish an official language in the Canal Zone along with 

English1587. 

 

After World War 2, the Panama Canal played only a limited role in US military ventures, so 

that even from a military perspective, its costs were beginning to exceed the benefits.  In 

fact, a 2008 book1588 revealed that President Truman tried to give the Panama Canal to 

the United Nations in 1945.  Even from the beginning, the military costs of defending the 

canal had been much higher than anyone had anticipated.  The same 2008 book 

maintained that the US was “reluctantly stuck managing the Canal through the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s and was facing increasing costs of doing so1589”. 

 

 
1586  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
1587  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
Notably by means of the Eisenhower-Remón Treaty of 1955, which included an attached MoU which 
abolished the Gold and Silver Roll system. 
1588  What T. R. Took: The Economic Impact of the Panama Canal, 1903– 1937 by Noel Maurer and Carlos Yu 
(2008). 
1589  The book attributed to increasing costs (presumably aside from military/naval defence costs) as being 
the constant rise in transfers to Panama used to placate the increasing aversion to the U.S. presence in 
Panama and the rising inefficiency of the Canal management.  A reviewer from the University of California 
San Diego, in its Journal of Economic History, disagreed with the authors’ comments re the increasingly 
inefficient running of the Canal by the US, with rising costs and falling revenue, arguing that Panama 
boosted its profitability chiefly from higher tolls: https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~vramey/research/The-Big-
Ditch-Review-Published.pdf  
 
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~vramey/research/The-Big-Ditch-Review-Published.pdf
https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~vramey/research/The-Big-Ditch-Review-Published.pdf
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The Torrijos-Carter Treaties of 1977 led to a rundown of the US presence in Panama, with 

the eventual total handover of the Canal itself in 1999.  There were in fact 2 Treaties.  The 

Panama Canal Treaty provided that, from 31 December 1999, Panama would assume full 

control of Canal operations and became primarily responsible for its defence1590.  The 

other was the Treaty Concerning the Permanent Neutrality and Operation of the Panama 

Canal (aka the “Neutrality Treaty”) and under this treaty the US retained the permanent 

right to defend the Canal from any threat that might interfere with its continued neutral 

service to ships of all nations.  

 

The UNESCO World Heritage Site of San Lorenzo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today, relatively little is left to provide obvious reminders of the presence of US forces at 

all, let alone the period of World War 2.  The defensive gun emplacements, and later radar 

stations, near the Pacific end of the Canal, for example, have gone.  Something remains, 

though hidden and overgrown, of Fort Howard at the Atlantic end1591 and Fort Sherman, 

not far from the 16th Century Fort Lorenzo1592 (see photo above - in which the US Army 

placed a 3-inch (76.2 mm) anti-aircraft battery during the war), which is a tourist 

attraction, and also on the Atlantic coast. 

 
1590  https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rlnks/11936.htm  
1591  https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/  
1592  Declared a UN World Heritage site in 1980, having been handed over to Panama in 1979. 

https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rlnks/11936.htm
https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/
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Fort Sherman was built 
in 1912 to defend the 
Panama Canal on the 
Atlantic coast. The 3,000 
acres of property 
includes 9 batteries, an 
air strip, barracks and 
housing as well as 
jungle. The site was also 
used for jungle warfare 
training. Everything was 
turned over to Panama 
in 1999 

 

 

 

No doubt, if one poked around1593, or dug down, one might find more remnants, but the 

combination of a fertile tropical climate (where abandoned buildings are soon overgrown 

and overwhelmed) and a vibrant and successful economy with its accompanying 

construction and development, mean that much of what evidence there may have been 

will have long ago been buried or lost.   

 

In March 2013, the Coast Defense Study Group in the US undertook a visit to Panama and 

produced a report on the US defences, such as they were.  There were some examples of 

remnants - for example, at the site of the ancient Fort Lorenzo one of the 4.7-inch 

(120mm) gun emplacements was still present inside the old Spanish Fort1594.  In most 

cases there were little or no remnants – 

“Most of Fort Amador is gone or the few remains are in a bad state” [but some 

cases, where facilities could be adapted to another use, such as with the former 

 
1593  For a useful guide to the installations, and remnants or reminders that might still be seen, see 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678 
1594  https://cdsg.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%20
2013.pdf  

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
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Fort Clayton, which was] Completely there. Converted into offices, university 

building, etc.  Easy accessible”1595. 

 

One lasting result of the war was the basis of the trans-isthmus highway1596, which was 

completed by the US, although this is probably not apparent to present-day Panamanians.   

 

In addition, from 1942, work had begun on providing an uninterrupted road route to 

Panama from the US, in much the same way as had been done to facilitate supplies to 

Alaska using the Alaska Highway (or Alcan).  At the peak of the effort, 25,000 men 

(including 1,500 from the US) were involved in the project.  By the time the War 

Department cancelled the project in October 1943, US contractors had cleared a right of 

way for 758 miles of highway, surfacing 331 miles of the length1597.1598  

In 1974, a visit to Taboga revealed remains of US Army 
installations looking out to sea and the cut-up rifled gun 
barrel (note the canteen cup below, also found at the 
same time)1599   

Photos: L.R. Celerier 1974 

 

 

 
1595  https://cdsg.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%20
2013.pdf  
1596  Known now as the Transistmica. 
1597  The Big L: American Logistics in World War II edited by Alan Gropman (National Defense University 
Institute for National Strategic Studies Fort McNair Washington, DC 20319), 1997 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a421840.pdf 
1598  The Pan-American Highway, some 19,000 miles (33,000 km) long, stretches from Alaska to southern 
Argentina – with a 66-mile (106 km) gap in the Darien Province in Panama, there being no road link through 
the jungle and mountains between Panama and Colombia.  The Inter-American Highway is the name for the 
3,400 mile (5,472 km) stretch between Mexico and Panama and was completed in the 1950s.  The Pan-
American Highway was completed in 1963: 
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Pan_American_Highway  
1599  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-06-26  

https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a421840.pdf
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Pan_American_Highway
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-06-26
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A unit of US Field artillery is shown on the 48-mile run across the Isthmus of Panama on the Trans-Isthmus 
Highway, built for the speedy movement of troops and equipment from areas of the vital canal to others 

whenever necessary  

 

The 1940s was seen, regardless of the impact of World War 2, as a decade of progress for 

Panama.  It saw the first Panamanian airlines (including COPA, which continues to this 

day), the start of the Colon Free Zone, the Social Security system, women got the vote, it 

won its first Olympic medals (a Panamanian of Jamaican origin, Lloyd La Beach, who won 2 

silver medals in the 1948 London Olympics), and the Baseball major League was founded.  

On the other hand, it was from then that the National Police began to effectively run the 

country from behind the scenes1600. 

 
1600  http://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ciudad-panama-decada-
1940/?fbclid=IwAR2aeEVgA4OtSMRQ9Kuo02lzoApYnU1h2V7_rkOmYm_HMC_hVAXJdl9xrQ8  

http://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ciudad-panama-decada-1940/?fbclid=IwAR2aeEVgA4OtSMRQ9Kuo02lzoApYnU1h2V7_rkOmYm_HMC_hVAXJdl9xrQ8
http://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ciudad-panama-decada-1940/?fbclid=IwAR2aeEVgA4OtSMRQ9Kuo02lzoApYnU1h2V7_rkOmYm_HMC_hVAXJdl9xrQ8
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 DC.3 of Copa Airlines 

The role of the US forces during the Cold War, with the notorious School of the Americas 

training camp being located at Fort Gulick, Panama 1956-841601 (and whose alumni 

included 2 Panamanian dictators – Torrijos and Noriega)1602, as well as inherent 

nationalism of the Panamanian people, has probably contributed to there being little 

effort being put into remembering or reminding people about the role of the US military 

during its near century-long time in the country. 

 

The School of the Americas was originally established in 1946 as the Latin American 

Center- Ground Division, being renamed the US Army Caribbean School, and based in 

1949 at Fort Gulick.  From 1946, more than 57,700 officers, cadets, and NCO from Latin 

America and the US were trained at the School of the Americas.  It adopted Spanish as its 

official language in 1963.  It was described as a 

bilingual Training and Doctrine Command 

(TRADOC) service school that trained over 

56,000 military, police and government from 22 

nations throughout the hemisphere. 

 

 
In 1937, the US, Canada and 12 Latin American states had signed the Convention on the Pan American 
Highway, to run from Alaska to the bottom of Argentina (and called the Inter-American Highway in Central 
America and Mexico).  1950 saw the first portion of the highway completed, in Mexico. 
1601  https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm  
1602  https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm 

https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm
https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm
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HAWK Battery C at Fort Grant in the 1960s1603 

 

On 21 September 1984, the school suspended operations in Panama in compliance with 

the terms of the 1977 Treaty.   

Entrance to Battery Burnside on Naos Island.  
This entrance and 3 others nearby lead to 
long flights of stairs up to battery level on 
the top of the island 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Causeway to Fort Amador, as seen 
from Battery C Site at Fort Grant, 
Flamenco Island in 19651604 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1603  http://www.517thartillery.org/  
1604  http://www.517thartillery.org/BatteryC.htm  

http://www.517thartillery.org/
http://www.517thartillery.org/BatteryC.htm
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How the railway guns (and others) ended up – a piece of 
barrel of a scrapped 14-inch railway gun.   
Person in photo and photographer unknown 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The view today from the 

Causeway, looking back 

from Flamenco island 

towards the modern 

Panama City1605 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The final day of the Panama Canal 
Zone1606 

  

 
1605  https://www.revistapanorama.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/ 
1606  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/collections/final-day-of-the-canal-zone/  

https://www.revistapanorama.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/
https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/collections/final-day-of-the-canal-zone/
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A REASSESSMENT OF THE VALUE OF THE CANAL TO THE US 1945-49 

 

The following is based on extracts from Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the 

Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major, and article in the Journal of Strategic Studies in 

2008. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the immediate postwar period, the changes engendered by the war led to a reappraisal 

of the role and value of the Canal.  In addition, increasing nationalistic hostility in Panama 

to the presence and overreach of the US (notwithstanding the attempt from 1936 to forge 

a new relationship, with more of a partnership), with numerous instances of unrest from 

the late 1940s through into the 1960s, and culminating in the rioting in 1964, when a 

number of people, including Panamanian students, were killed1607. 

 

The US also sought to obtain a contribution from Panama towards the cost of the defence 

of the Canal1608.  In addition, the failure of the 1947 agreement for continued use of some 

US bases outside the Canal Zone strengthened the view of those policymakers who 

considered that the cost of retaining the Canal outweighed its value. 

 

There was also a need to modernise the Canal to keep it fit for purpose, in addition to 

installing new and expensive defences to defend it, and this in an era where ballistic 

missiles and weapons of mass destruction might render such defences useless. 

 

It was even reported that, in 1945, President Truman had even proposed handing over 

responsibility for the Canal to the new United Nations. 

 
1607  And to this day, marked by a solemn national holiday, Day of the Martyrs, in January each year. 
1608  Perhaps this was somewhat ironic, given on e of the main causes of the US War of Independence was 
the British Government’s insistence on American contribution to the cost of defending the American 
colonies. 
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POSTWAR US DEFENCE PLANNING 

 

Despite its relatively uneventful war, postwar planning for the defence of the Canal got 

underway even before the war itself had ended.  In March 1945, the Plans and Operations 

Division of the War Department asked General Brett, Commanding General in Panama, to 

draw up a long-term plan for its defence in depth, including a list of the bases needed to 

implement it.  

 

As in 1940-41, the prime threat in 1945 was seen as being from a carrier-based attack1609.  

As before, the need was seen for a layered defence, based on air defences, with bombers 

whose task was to destroy enemy aircraft and their carriers before take-off, while fighters 

and anti-aircraft artillery would act as the inner screen round the Canal locks and the 

spillway which enclosed the Canal's principal water supply in Gatun Lake. 

 

General Brett’s plan called for a number of airbases throughout Panama, as well as on the 

Galapagos Islands and in Nicaragua and Peru1610.  He envisaged 99-year leases with a 20-

year continuous renewal option.  30 sites, in addition to those obtained under the 

wartime agreement (of which most were to be retained), were also identified as 

necessary.  These were those involved in the abortive 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement. 

 

Already, in October 1944, General Brett had insisted that any postwar agreement on civil 

aviation must provide for the US continuing to have exclusive authority over a 200-mile 

“defended zone”, which would completely encompass the Republic1611. 

 
1609  This was, of course, highly theoretical, as the only other country with a sizeable carrier force was Britain, 
a close ally.  The USSR, still then an ally and even if envisaged as a potential enemy, did not have a carrier 
fleet, and would not have any significant carrier forces until (as Russia) into the 21st Century. 
1610  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
1611  Ibid. 
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As already mentioned, General Brett’s plans would be overtaken or overshadowed in due 

course by the advent of nuclear weapons.  Meanwhile, the reaction of the people and 

(eventually) the National Assembly of Panama meant that the planned retention of some 

or all, never mind additional, US bases outside the Canal Zone fell through.  Consequently, 

with the rejection of the Filós-Hines Agreement, all US defence sites outside the Canal 

Zone had been vacated by 19481612. 

 

The commander of the Sixth Air Force was to point out that the “atom bomb”, together 

with jet propulsion and the guided missile, had enormously increased the problems of air 

defence.  Consequently, the area that had to be defended was now much wider and the 

attacking force would be more difficult to detect since it need not be anything like as large 

as one carrying conventional weapons1613.   

 

The immediate postwar planning debate came to focus on 2 things – 

• A sea-level canal (like that at Suez), instead of one with locks, which was seen as 

preferable and having a better ability to withstand an attack (lacking the 

vulnerable locks and their supporting framework); and 

• Protection of the Canal from a nuclear strike1614 (and/or its ability to withstand or 

recover from one). 

 

 
1612  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-hines/  
1613  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
1614  Ibid. 

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-hines/
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1615 

Prior to World War 2, the US Navy had insisted that even its biggest battleships had to be 

able to transit the Canal, thus limited their maximum beam.  However, wartime 

experience led to defence against torpedo attack taking precedence, with protective 

blisters on large warships being adopted.  In addition, the new larger Midway Class 

aircraft carriers, vital for the war in the Pacific, had a superstructure so wide1616 that these 

vessels could not use the Canal’s locks1617. 

 

Even if the vastly expensive option of expanding the locks had been taken up, it is unlikely 

that they even then could have coped with the even larger, super-carriers that evolved in 

the late 1950s1618. 

 

In December 1945, the Governor of the Canal Zone, Joseph C Mehaffey1619, was 

authorised by the US Congress to report on how best the Canal could be adapted to meet 

 
1615  
https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp.pdf  
1616  At 136 feet (approximately 41.4 meters).  The Canal locks at the time were 110 feet (33.5 meters) wide. 
1617  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1618  Plans envisaged enlarged locks of 140- or 154-feet (42.7 or 46.9 meters) width. 
1619  Like all Governors, he was a US Army Corps of Engineers officer, 

https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp.pdf
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the needs of merchant shipping and national defence, and to report his conclusions by 

December I9471620. 

 

In May 1946, another, separate study was initiated by the US Navy and headed by a 

Captain Miles P DuVal, who had himself published an important book on the Canal, and 

had made proposals for improvements1621.  He was opposed to a sea-level canal and 

clashed with Mehaffy, who was committed to that idea. 

 

Nevertheless, and despite differing views within the various departments of the Navy, 

underlying all views was the tacit assumption that the Canal was still a vital element in US 

defence policy1622. 

 

Meanwhile, in October 1945, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had revised a wartime study from 

1942 which had envisaged a worldwide network of airbases.  These were seen as of use 

for US national interests, and in their use by the US as one of the “4 policemen” of the 

new world order1623.  The Canal Zone was included in the list of such bases1624.  The global 

air bases plan of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was completed in May 1946, and this identified 

Panama as one of 6 such bases labelled as essential (though not of “outstanding 

importance”).1625 

 

 
1620  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1621  He had proposed in 1943, a major improvement in its facilities by the creation of a summit-level 
anchorage in Miraflores Lake close to the Pacific terminal, in order to remove the bottleneck of the Pedro 
Miguel locks. 
1622  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1623  That is, the US, UK, USSR and China, which would be permanent members of the UN security Council 
and, it was imagined, responsible for enforcing its edicts. 
1624  Something like the plan was to come about during the 1950s and 1960s as the US used NATO and other 
allied countries’ territories to base its nuclear strike force (aircraft and missiles) to counter the perceived 
Soviet threat. 
1625  Greenland, Iceland and the Azores were “of outstanding importance”), the others were Casablanca or 
the Canary Islands, the Galapagos Islands and Panama.  See US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L 
Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
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In the Canal Zone itself, General Breet had been replaced by General Crittenberger, who 

revised the plans for defences, including a call for a doubling in the size of the airbase at 

Rio Hato (outside the Canal Zone) and seeking permanent possession of several sites 

(including Rio Hato) outside the Canal Zone1626.  However, such plans were untenable, as 

the reductions in troop numbers, which had been falling since the middle of the war, 

continued to fall as demobilisation gained momentum.  Furthermore, in January 1946, the 

new Army Chief of Staff, General Eisenhower, informed General MacArthur in Japan that, 

to make occupation forces available1627 garrisons in the likes of Panama were being “cut 

to the bone”1628. 

  

 
1626  Following the Eisenhower-Remón Treaty of 1955, the USAF was to obtain access to Rio Hato airbase 
(until 1970). 
1627  In Austria, Germany, Japan and southern Korea (not yet South Korea, this being prior to the 1950-53 
Korean War). 
1628  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
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1946: THE FINALISED PLAN FOR DEFENCE OF THE CANAL 

 

In July 1946, the long-term plan for Canal defence was also revised and approved by the 

State department/War Department/Navy Department Coordinating Committee.  This 

envisaged defence of the Canal as part of the framework of hemisphere defence in the 

sense that the bases for its protection could be offered by Panama, with US agreement, 

and “as Panama's share of a defence system established by the Act of 

Chapultepec1629”.1630  However, it should be noted that, at the time, the treaty envisaged 

by the Act of Chapultepec had not been written, and would not be until 19471631. 

 

The plan approved by the Joint Chiefs of Staff was based on the assumption of a long-

range attack on the Canal in 3 to 5 years, and which would neutralise the Canal.  This 

assumption led to some urgency, and it was proposed that negotiations with Panama 

should proceeds on the basis of the 1942 Agreement as a precedent.  The Army asserted 

that it would need numerous radar station sites, as well as air bases at Rio Hato (for 

bombers) and Chame (for fighters).  General Crittenberger had calculated that the annual 

cost of implementing the plan would be $11 million, with improvements to bases and 

installation would be in excess of $100 million. 

 

Given the urgency engendered by the approved plan, and the apparent lack of urgency 

displayed by the State Department, Ambassador Hines decided to initiate matters on his 

own behalf.  The immediate response he received was that Panama was not in favour of 

long leases, and that any future leases should be short-term ones. 

 

 
1629  The Act of Chapultepec (more properly the Inter-American Conference on Problems of War and Peace) 
had been adopted by 20 states following a conference at the town of that name in Mexico in 
February/March 1945.  They had resolved to undertake joint action in repelling any aggression against an 
American state. This was formalised by the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (aka the Rio 
Treaty of 1947)  
1630  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
1631  Ibid. 
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One reason for State Department caution was the belief that to insist on longer-term 

leases could fall the existing administration in Panama to fall, triggering dangerous 

political instability1632. 

 

By December 1946, the War Department had indicated that, if need be, it would consider 

withdrawal from all sites in the Republic, except for Rio Hato and the chemical warfare 

establishment on San José (about which see the separate Chapter).  Meanwhile, General 

Crittenberger said that such a withdrawal would expose the Canal to the potential of a 

“devastating” attack, and even the State Department considered that it would weaken the 

entire inter-American defence arrangements and the US political position in Latin 

America. 

 

In view of advice that he received (see below), the US Secretary of State suggested to 

Panama that any bases in the Republic should be held on the basis of “joint trusteeship”, 

as envisaged under the 1936 Treaty.  However, General Crittenberger totally opposed this 

idea. 

 

Eventually the July 1946 plan was torpedoed by the fact that the additional funds required 

would not be available, with any funding that was available would be used in the policy of 

containment of the USSR in Europe (as explained further below). 

 

By the end of 1947, the attitude of the then Secretary of State George Marshall appeared 

to have changed.  One reason was the concern that any dispute with Panama would affect 

negotiations with Denmark over the far more important bases the US needed in 

Greenland, seen as vital for the long-range air defence of the US, as well air 

communications with Western Europe1633. 

 

 
1632  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1633  Ibid. 
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The military authorities1634 appeared to accept Marshall’s view.  The new US Air Force1635 

said it would accept a short-term lease arrangement for Rio Hato and, on 5 December, the 

Panama Cabinet accepted plans for a renewable 10-year lease.  However, even this was 

too much for the Panamanian foreign minister, who resigned in protest.   

 

Having said that it wanted to keep all the sites, the Army, without giving the State 

Department either time or opportunity to drive a bargain, the War Department 

announced in Washington on 2 September 1946, that it was handing back to Panama 65 

of the defence sites covering more than 10,000 acres, and that defence sites rentals of 

$975,587 had been paid up to 10 June 1945.  This announcement came on the same day 

that the Panama National Assembly voted unanimously to demand that the US evacuate 

all defence sites immediately, and on the following day the President announced that 

occupation of future defence sites would not even be discussed until all had been 

returned1636.   

 

PANAMANIAN REACTION TO ARMY PLANS 

 

As mentioned, the reaction of the Panamanian Government and people to any continued, 

not to mention any expanded, occupation of parts of the Republic was likely to be 

negative.  Indeed, the US Embassy in Panama had advised that it would be difficult to 

persuade Panama to grant the absolute control of a 200-mile (322 km) “defended zone” 

airspace in peacetime.  It also warned of serious difficulties if the Army insisted on 

acquired territory in the Republic in perpetuity1637. 

 

 
1634  On 18 September 1947, the War Department was dissolved, with the Departments of the Army and of 
the Air Force created.  These joined the existing Department of the Navy, all 3 being part of new joint 
National Military Establishment which, in 1949, became the Department of Defense. 
1635  Created in 1947, in place of the former US Army Air Force. 
1636  https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp  
1637  Ibid. 

https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp
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As we have seen elsewhere, the 1936 Treaty had seen the US give up its right to take over 

such territory as it thought necessary for the Canal and its defence.  Despite the removal 

of Arias Madrid, negotiations which had resulted in the May 1942 bases agreement had 

taken 18 months to conclude.  The 1942 Fabregas-Wilson Convention allowed for the 

granting of rights over 134 sites in the Republic for the defence of the Canal during the 

war, and to be evacuated 1 year after the definitive peace treaty had effect and not just 

after a cease-fire1638. 

 

As mentioned earlier, some of the defence sites acquired for wartime defence were small 

areas for observation towers, searchlight or gun emplacements, while others were 

outlying uninhabited islands; some were broad pastures or cleared jungle made into 

landing fields.  The 1942 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 Chargé d’Affairs at the US Embassy said that a demand for permanent bases would 

bring the Panamanian Government down, and that it would be better to try for an 

arrangement more politically acceptable to Panama, such as in the 1942 Agreement, or 

for 99-year leases on the sites.   

 

In early December 1946, Panama had threatened to address the UN General Assembly 

and tell it that US troops were occupying bases in Panama against that country’s will.  

When informed, President Truman had asked his chief of staff, Admiral Leahy why the US 

did not get out of Panama “gracefully, before we get kicked out?”.  Then on 9 December, 

Truman ordered his Secretary of State, James F Byrnes, to tell Panama that US troops 

would “get out of Panama immediately” (note – the Republic, there being no intention to 

quit the Canal Zone).  The Panamanian Foreign Minister at the time was Ricardo J Alfaro, 

 
1638  The Untold Story Of Panama by Earl Harding (Athene Press Inc), 1959: 
https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp 

https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp
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who had been the principal negotiator of the 1936 Treaty which had abrogated America's 

right to acquire land in Panama.  

 

On 6 November 1945, Foreign Minister Alfaro gave it as his opinion that the bases held 

under the 1942 Agreement must be evacuated by 1 September 1946, that is, 1 year after 

the Japanese capitulation.  The Agreement itself had stated in Article I that evacuation 

was to take place “one year after the date on which the definitive treaty which brings 

about the end of the present war shall have entered into effect”, and Alfaro's 

interpretation of the Article was broad, defining “treaty” as “whatever pact, agreement, 

act or instrument entered into by the belligerent countries in accordance with which there 

is definitely terminated the hostilities inherent in the state of war”, in other words, the act 

of unconditional surrender signed by the Japanese aboard the USS Missouri on 2 

September 19451639. 

 

However, Byrnes did not follow Truman’s orders. He did accept advice that there were, in 

fact, no airfields in Panama suitable either for modern heavy bombers or jet fighters. 

Interestingly, despite nationalist fervour, Provisional President Jimenez1640 told a State 

Department representative that Panama would like to retain the Army bases for economic 

reasons, and that if US troops were confined to the Canal Zone then Panamanian 

merchants would complain bitterly at the loss of business. 

 

Meanwhile, in July 1947, a dispute arose between Egypt and Britain over the Suez Canal.  

Egypt complained to the UN that British troops were stationed on its territory against its 

will, and when the issue came before the UN Security Council in August the Egyptians 

claimed that the restrictions placed on their sovereignty by the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 

1936 had not been intended to continue after the end of World War 2, the contingency 

 
1639  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1640  See the separate Annex on the process and unrest that led to the 1946 Constitution. 
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for which the treaty had been drafted.  The parallels with the situation in Panama were 

obvious1641. 

 

 

In December 1947, the US Ambassador Hines and the Panamanian Foreign Minister Filós 

signed an agreement that would have allowed the US to retain a number of its sites1642, 

leased for a further 10 years.  A joint statement of the 2 governments on 12 September 

had announced that defence sites problems would be resolved by "friendly 

negotiations”1643.  On 9 December, the previous Foreign Minister had resigned in protest 

against his government's agreeing to consider extending the leases on 13 bases, the most 

important ones, which were then occupied by the US. President Jiménez then convened 

an extraordinary session of the National Assembly to discuss and presumably ratify the 

agreement. 

 
1641  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1642  Taboga and Taboguilla Islands, Jaqué, Rio Hato, San Blas Islands, Las Margaritas, Pocrí, Isla del Rey, Isla 
Grande, Punta Mala, San José and Salud: https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-
hines/  
1643  https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp  

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-hines/
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-hines/
https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp
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However, as we shall see, the US attempts to obtain an agreement came to nought, and 

the Filós-Hines Agreement that had been negotiated was rejected1644.  The National 

Assembly (admittedly pressured by an angry mob) rejected the proposals – and all US 

bases outside the Canal Zone would be vacated.  Protestors, including students, had 

assembled and marched through Panama City expressing opposition to the agreement, 

with tear gas and bullets eventually being employed against them by the National Police.  

The protest continued whilst the Assembly continued to meet and, 12 days the agreement 

had been signed, on 22 December 1947, the National Assembly rejected the draft 

agreement, and a day later the evacuation of the sites involved began.  All permanent US 

forces at sites outside the Canal Zone were withdrawn, and all those sites returned to 

Panama. 

 

The Commanding General, General Crittenberger, singled out Panamanian communists for 

the events that led to rejection of the Treaty.  The new US Ambassador, Monnett B Davis, 

said that he thought the US proposal to reduce the number of “essential” bases from 36 

to 13 had undermined the US contention that the bases involved were vital for the 

defence of the Canal and had weakened Panamanian confidence in the legitimacy of the 

statement that there was a need for the bases1645. 

 

The former Panamanian foreign minister and the chairman of the US Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee both blamed the State Department, with the latter saying that he 

was at a loss to understand why the Department had placed itself in the position of 

pushing an agreement to be totally dismissed by the Panamanian National Assembly.  He 

also contended that it was a blow to pan-American solidarity when one of the smallest 

 
1644  Ricardo J Alfaro, who had been principal negotiator of the 1936 Treaty which had abrogated the US right 
to land in Panama, had previously been foreign minister, but had resigned in protest over the terms of the 
draft agreement. 
1645  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
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members of 'the family' of American republics refused to grant facilities for hemisphere 

protection1646. 

 

Meanwhile, the protests and disquiet involving the bases plan and the Filós-Hines Treaty 

contributed to the political unrest in violence in Panama in the 1940s, and which are 

touched upon in the Annex concerned with the 1946 Constitution. 

 

Incidentally, Article 231 of the 1946 Constitution said that “No foreign Government or 

foreign official or semi-official entity or institution may acquire ownership over any part of 

the national territory”.1647 

 

NAVY PLANS FOR THE CANAL 

 

In November 1946, the Navy referred the question of the size of the locks, and any 

expansion, to the advisory General Board1648.  The General Board effectively ended the 

idea of a sea-level canal, which concept had been undermined anyway by studies that 

showed that the effects of a nuclear explosion on even a sea-level canal, particularly in 

terms of continuing fallout contamination, offered no real advantage over the existing 

canal system which, once modernised, would suit the requirements of the Navy perfectly 

well1649.1650 

 

 
1646  Ibid. 
1647  https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2081&context=ils  
1648  Abolished in 1951, the General Board was an advisory body originally established in 1900, and 
composed of senior admirals who, without operational responsibilities and nearing the end of their careers, 
were relied on to provide expert, but dispassionate advice. 
1649  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1650  The 1947 Mehaffey report gave an example of the Canal being closed to traffic for 4 years from the 
attack of 2 A-bombs of 20 KT (as used on Nagasaki), whereas a similar attack on a sea-level canal would 
effect closure for not more than 1 month after mobilisation of the necessary equipment and personnel to 
effect repairs. 

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2081&context=ils
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Disregarding the ideas of Captain Miles P DuVal (see above), the Secretary of the Navy 

announced that he would prefer locks with a width of 200-feet, being big enough to 

accommodate even the largest ships being contemplated.  If, however, the necessary 

costs were found to be exorbitant, then the Navy would have to be content with the 

existing system.  No mention was made by him of the sea-level concept, which then 

appeared to have been totally dismissed1651. 

 

However, only 4 days later the preliminary report of the advisory committee formed in 

October 1946 said that a sea-level canal would be a less attractive target for an enemy, 

was inherently more secure, required less equipment and would be easier to defend. 

 

The sea-level concept was further boosted in the following months as it became clear that 

the required additional funds would not be available for defences of the Canal (which had 

been considered necessary if the existing lock system Canal was to remain in use)1652.  

Furthermore, the containment of the USSR in Europe and the Mediterranean meant that 

the lion’s share of any available funds would, of necessity, be spent there. 

 

In June 1947, the report from Governor Mehaffey was received.  He opted unequivocally 

for a sea-level canal (despite it being the most expensive option1653).  Mehaffey said that it 

offered the necessary security and that America's strategic plans must be based on “a 

dependable canal during war”1654. 

 

 
1651  Ibid. 
1652  As the Republicans controlled both houses of Congress and were opposed to Truman’s spending plans.  
In September 1947, Secretary of State George Marshall told Provisional President Jiminez that an economy-
minded US Congress would not grant funds for short leases, although he seemed to change his mind shortly 
afterwards. 
1653  $2.483 billion – compared to $2.308 for modernised lock canal and $1.632 billion for DuVal’s Pacific lake 
concept. 
1654  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
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One of Mehaffey’s points was, to avoid another Pearl Harbor, the Navy should be both 

widely dispersed, yet able to concentrate quickly, and he opined that the Canal would 

facilitate this.  He contended that the creation of a two-ocean navy had not removed the 

need for the Canal in Naval planning. 

 

The Navy referred the Mehaffey report to its General Board, and posed 3 preliminary 

questions – 

1. How vital is the Canal to the US in a war with the USSR1655? 

2. How liable is the Canal to attack in the event of war? 

3. On the basis of answers to the above questions, how much is 

considerably0increased resistance to long-term closure worth to the US in dollars? 

 

The General Board hearings took place in September 1947.  Views expressed included that 

the Soviet Navy was insignificant in comparison to the US Navy, rounding Cape Horn was 

not the formidable task it once was, and the money required for the sea-level canal 

project would be better spent on missile research and development1656.  Doubts were also 

raised as to claims for a sea-level canal’s ability to survive or recover from an A-bomb 

attack1657.  However, the majority of admirals giving evidence favoured the sea-level canal 

concept, with one point being made that the USSR would likely prefer to target US ports 

and leave the Canal to wither on the vine.1658 

 

 
1655  Referred to as “Russia” in the referral. 
1656  This latter view was not surprising, as having put forward by Rear Admiral Dan V. Gallery, head of the 
Navy's missile programme. 
1657  Incidentally, at the time the USSR was busy adapting interned US B-29 bombers, reverse-engineering 
them to become its Tupolev Tu 4 “Bull”, which was only introduced in 1949 and would remain its standard 
long-range bomber into at least late-1950s.  Whether it could have mounted an attack on the Canal from 
Soviet bases in Europe, given the distances involves, may be open to doubt, although (as with concerns over 
German plans pre-war), any operation could have been mounted from another, closer country.  Indeed, one 
admiral told the General Board that, pending Soviet acquisition of the A-Bomb and the means to deliver it, 
the current threats against the Canal were estimated to be 'from missiles fired from submarines 
approaching by stealth or from a surreptitious air attack from South America”. 
1658  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
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It was pointed out that, regardless of the requirements of naval warships, the Canal 

remained crucial as a link in US supply lines, and one admiral predicted that in a future 

war fought in the Atlantic and Mediterranean, as much shipping would flow through the 

canal as had done in World War 2.  This, of course, meant that any closure, albeit 

temporary, would be crucial, and given that, one witness said that it would be best to 

have logistics plans predicated on there being no Canal at all. 

 

On 26 September, the General Board reported its findings, and these were soon accepted 

and endorsed by a committee of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in comments on the Mehaffey 

report.  It said that “At some unpredictable future time”, missiles with nuclear warheads 

would be developed, “at which time the strategic importance of an isthmian canal will 

diminish, but that meanwhile the Canal remained essential, to provide the Navy with 

more flexibility and to handle the industrial goods passing from coast to coast within the 

US1659. 1660 

 

Of course, if a new sea-level canal was built this would need the original 1903 Treaty to be 

renegotiated (given the experience of negotiations just of existing and future bases this 

was not necessarily an enviable proposition), and would result in the likely destruction of 

both the existing Canal and the trans-isthmus railway in the process. 

 

The rejection of the Filós-Hines Agreement for US bases outside the Canal Zone, and the 

subsequent withdrawal of US forces from sites in the Republic, also meant the end of the 

plans for a sea-level canal.  This was despite the War Department having asserted that a 

sea-level canal would not need the defence sites outside the Canal Zone. 

 

 
1659  It was noted that the alternative to a sea-level canal, that of expanding the capacity of the US 
transcontinental railways would be 2 or 3 times more expensive. 
1660  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
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It appeared accepted that, as suggested above, since Panama had raised so many 

difficulties over the bases in the Republic, was there any reason to suppose it would not 

be at least as exacting in the negotiations which must accompany the modification of the 

existing waterway or the building of a new one? 

 

In March 1949, the Joint Chiefs of Staff planners revised their 1948 paper, saying that that 

the restrictions imposed by narrow lock dimensions were no longer enough to justify large 

appropriations for widening, and that the cost of any modernisation programme was likely 

to be high. 

 

In May 1949, a State Department diplomat, William Tapley Bennet Jr, reviewed the issue 

of a possible new treaty to facilitate a sea-level canal, with pessimistic conclusions.  With 

any project requiring even greater access to territory in Panama, he concluded that it was 

“extremely unlikely that we would be able to obtain in any new area rights and privileges 

of the scope that we now enjoy in the Canal Zone”. 

 

Even Captain DuVal conceded in June 1949 that the security of the US did not depend on 

an impregnable trans-isthmian canal; on the contrary, the security of the Canal hinged on 

US military and industrial might. 

 

AFTERWARDS 

 

Despite the Army’s earlier positions, following the withdrawal from the bases outside the 

Canal Zone, it appeared that, in fact, the military establishment was far from displeased by 

the turn of events.  The Department of the Army was reported to feel “no dissatisfaction 

over the evacuation”, and the Army's Plans and Operations Division stated that the US Air 

Force was interested only in acquiring certain sites for radar stations, the right (at no cost) 

to use Rio Hato for transit and technical stops, and the right to keep small bodies of troops 
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there and elsewhere - all considerably less than had been demanded in the 1947 

negotiations1661. 

 

In February 1948, the Secretary of the Army told Secretary of State Marshall that the 

rejection of the agreement was “probably a blessing in disguise”, and that the defence of 

the Zone was better done using advance bases (such as on the Galapagos Islands1662) and 

in South America, and that the air defences of the Zone was effectively moving into the 

Caribbean. 

 

In Summer 1948, planners at the Joint Chiefs of Staff opined that, if bases were needed in 

an emergency, they could be obtained without much difficulty and, though long-term 

rights were desirable, there was no need to press for them at the present time.  The fact 

that these comments could be written at the same time as the Soviet blockade of West 

Berlin is said to be a measure of US confidence over Canal security in spite of the lack of 

bases in Panama. 

 

In an echo of pre-war concerns, the planners did recommend that searches of all Russian 

and East European merchant ships passing through the Canal would be necessary, to 

guard against the possibility of sabotage of the locks. 

 

In October 1948, the new Panamanian President Diaz suggested that he would welcome a 

deal for US bases in the Republic in order to help the economy1663, as it was in some 

difficulty, in part because of the withdrawals.  However, the Secretary of the Army 

indicated indifference when he referred the question back to the State Department.  By 

then, Panama had even been dropped from the latest version of the global airbases plan.  

The new Department of Defense returned a similarly non-committal response in the 

 
1661  Ibid. 
1662  Though this location was also to be lost to the US forces. 
1663  In January 1948, a former editor of the Panama American, had written that the Panamanians had “killed 
the goose that has laid the only golden eggs dropped on the Isthmus in half a century bitten their economic 
nose off to vent their spite against the Gringos”. 
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following year, and the State Department concluded that there was no point in pursuing 

the matter.   

 

An article in the New York Times in March 1949 reported that for the Navy, the main 

importance of the Canal was now logistic, and that “the strategic accent today must be on 

the Antilles and the Eastern Caribbean, rather than on Panama and the Western 

Caribbean”.  As for the Army, it was said that it saw Panama largely as “a good listening 

post and intelligence centre for much of Latin America”, and claimed that it did not greatly 

feel the loss of the Panama bases1664. 

 

It has been said that the years 1945 to 1949 marked a decisive transitional phase in the 

history of the Panama Canal.  Up to World War 2, the Canal had been the fulcrum of a US 

strategy and 2 chief areas of concern for the US had been Latin America and the Pacific.  

The war and its aftermath had seen a shift in the centre of gravity of US strategy, towards 

to Europe and the seas around it, firstly to check the Germans and then to counter the 

new threat from the USSR and the inability of Britain and France to counteract it 

unaided1665.  

 

At the same time, technological developments had overtaken the Canal and reduced its 

value.  The Navy’s carriers, too large to transit, long-range missiles and nuclear weapons 

all played their part. 

 

The challenge of Panamanian nationalism, as well as the trend to decolonisation (which 

the US had itself encouraged, at least in the case of British and French possessions), also 

played a part.  Despite having withdrawn from the bases in the Republic, the presence of 

the Canal Zone, operating as a de facto US “colony” remained a trigger for continuing 

 
1664  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
1665  Ibid. 
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unrest and protests that continued at least until the Torrijos-Carter Treaties in 19771666 

that provided for the transfer of the Canal to Panama and the final and total withdrawal of 

US forces from Panama. 

 

Not only the mere presence of the Canal, but also the attitude of the Zonians themselves 

(with the discrimination that continued to be the rule) contributed to the tensions, as did 

the general ferment, often left-wing, throughout Latin America from the 1950s (albeit 

often resulted from right-wing governments backed, for reasons of the Cold War, by the 

US). 

 

On the other hand, between 1945 and 1960, the US was to grant Panama aid worth $40 

million, in the form of technical aid, and appropriations for sanitation, voluntary relief, as 

well as for two-thirds of the costs of the Inter-American Highway.1667 

 

  

The Advocate, Tasmania, 20 November 1934 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1666  Treaties which were ratified by the US Congress by the margin of only 1 vote. 
1667  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://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
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THE POSTWAR US FORCES UNIFIED COMMAND PLAN SYSTEM  

AND ITS EFFECTS ON PANAMA 

 

The following is based on extracts from the History of the Unified Command Plan 1946–

2012 by various (Joint History Office, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

Washington, DC), 2013: 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/History/Institutional/Command_Plan.pdf  

 

Following the experience of global warfare in World War 2, the US armed services 

recognised the importance of unity of military effort achieved through the unified 

command of US forces.  Faced with the need to establish unified command of US military 

forces in peacetime, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in 1946 created an organisational 

directive, the “Outline Command Plan,” which was the first in a series of documents 

known as Unified Command Plans.  Approved by the President, the Unified Command Plan 

prescribed high-level command arrangements for operational forces on a global basis; its 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/History/Institutional/Command_Plan.pdf
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structure and the organisational philosophies that structure represents have had a major 

impact on US military operations in the postwar era. 

 

Unified command over US operational forces was adopted during World War 2.  It was a 

natural extension of the system of combined (US-British) command set up during the war 

by the Combined Chiefs of Staff. Unified command called for a single commander, 

responsible to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, assisted by a joint staff, and exercising command 

over all the units of his assigned force, regardless of Service.  The system was generally 

applied during World War 2 in the conduct of individual operations and within geographic 

theatre commands. 

 

Even before the war ended, the Joint Chiefs of Staff envisioned retention of the unified 

command system in peacetime.  For example, they agreed that when General 

Eisenhower’s combined headquarters (Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force 

or SHAEF) was dissolved, he would then become the commander of all US forces in 

Europe.  

 

After considerable discussion, a compromise emerged as part of a comprehensive 

worldwide system of unified command for US forces under JCS control.  The resulting 

“Outline Command Plan,” which was in effect the first Unified Command Plan, and was 

approved by President Truman on 14 December 1946.  It called for the eventual 

establishment, as an “interim measure for the immediate postwar period,” of 7 unified 

commands.  These commands, areas of responsibility, and missions may be exemplified by 

the Caribbean Command based in Panama.  

 

In 1947, the Army’s Panama Canal Department was deactivated and replaced by the new 

US Army Caribbean (USARCARIB), while retaining its headquarters in the Canal Zone.  The 
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Army, Navy and USAF components in Panama had been reorganised under the overall, 

forces-wide Caribbean Command1668 and acquired other responsibilities in Latin America. 

 

Caribbean Command was responsible for US forces in Panama and the Antilles. CINCARIB 

(Commander-in-Chief, Caribbean) would defend the US against attack through his area; 

defend sea and air communications (with the Chief of naval Operations, or CNO, 

coordinating between CINCARIB and CINCLANTFLT – the Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic 

Fleet); secure the Panama Canal and US bases in Panama and the Caribbean; and would 

plan and prepare for a general emergency; and support CINCLANTFLT. 

 

The original UCP for the Atlantic, CINCLANT (Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic) would have 

set up a purely naval command under JCS direction (CINCLANTFLT).  On 5 August 1947, the 

CNO recommended instead that CINCLANTFLT be established as a fully unified 

commander under the broader title of Commander in Chief, Atlantic (CINCLANT), and with 

its mission being “to conduct operations in the Atlantic”, instead of the narrower 

phraseology used in the UCP: “to control the sea and secure the airways through the 

Atlantic”.   

 

Also, the relations between the Atlantic and Caribbean Commands required clarification, 

in the CNO’s view.  Finally, the CNO recommended that the JCS assume direction of US 

Naval Forces, Eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean (NAVEASTLANTMED, formerly US Naval 

Forces Europe, or USNAVEUR).  The Army and USAAF members on the JCS considered it 

“neither necessary nor desirable” to broaden the status and mission of CINCLANTFLT as 

the CNO desired or to give CINCLANTFLT command over ground and air forces.  The JCS 

postponed action on this matter while they dealt with less controversial aspects of unified 

command.  

 

 
1668  Which was to become US Southern Command in 1963. 



828 
 

On 1 November 1947, CINCARIB and CINCLANTFLT were activated, and 

CINCNAVEASTLANTMED (shortened in May 1948 to CINCNELM – Commander-in-Chief, 

East Atlantic and Mediterranean) was placed under JCS direction. The Chief of Staff of the 

Army (CSA) became executive agent for CINCARIB and the CNO for the others.  CINCARIB 

assumed command of all US forces in the Caribbean Islands and the Panama area except 

for certain fleet units and facilities that were placed under operational control of 

CINCLANTFLT.  A few days later, the CNO renewed his suggestion for the establishment of 

a unified Atlantic Command.  This time colleagues withdrew their objections, and on 1 

December 1947, the Atlantic Command (LANTCOM) was created under the Commander in 

Chief, Atlantic (CINCLANT).   

 

By the end of 1947, action had been taken on all but one of the 7 commands envisioned in 

the original UCP.  Meanwhile the National Security Act of 1947 had been passed by 

Congress and signed by the President; it gave the JCS a legal basis for existence and 

affirmed their responsibility for establishing unified commands in “strategic areas,” 

“subject to the authority and direction of the President and the Secretary of Defense”. 

 

In 1950, following a review of missions and deployments of US forces, the JCS approved 

several changes to the basic UCP on 16 February 1950.  There were major changes, and 

adjustments were made to areas of responsibilities affecting CINCARIB, CINCLANT and, to 

a lesser extent, CINCPAC (Commander-in-Chief, Pacific), were ordered by the JCS in the 

early 1950s.   

 

In changes to the UCP suggested by the CNO and approved by the JCS on 18 July 1950, 

CINCLANT was given the missions of protecting sea communications in the Caribbean, to 

include anti-submarine warfare (ASW) operations and the control, routing, and protection 

of shipping.  The Commander, Caribbean Sea Frontier (COMCARIBSEAFRON), would 

perform these missions for CINCLANT.  Additionally, CINCLANT was charged with 

furnishing CINCARIB with sealift in an emergency.  CINCARIB’s mission was modified 
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accordingly.  He was also directed to coordinate with British, Venezuelan, and Dutch 

authorities in protecting oil fields in Venezuela, Trinidad, and Curacao.  

 

The JCS made CINCLANT responsible for protection of the Pacific Ocean approaches to the 

Panama Canal and made it clear that COMCARIBSEAFRON was directly responsible to 

CINCLANT for protection of sea communications in the Caribbean and the Pacific 

approaches.  However, in early 1951, protection of the Pacific approaches to the Panama 

Canal was reassigned from CINCLANT to CINCPAC. 

 

Much later, in 1978, the issue of air defence of the Panama Canal surfaced.  By then the 

US had agreed to relinquish to Panama in the year 2000 all control over the Canal and the 

Canal Zone.  Meanwhile, USCINCSO (Commander-in-Chief, Southern Command) was to 

defend that area with a modest force that included the 193rd Infantry Brigade, the 450-

man US Naval Station, and a handful of A-7 Corsair II close air support fighters from the 

USAF Southern Division.  While such forces might suffice to protect the Canal from 

sabotage or land attack by a neighbouring state, USSOUTHCOM (US Southern Command) 

forces could not prevent a major air attack by Cuba.  In 1978, the Soviet Union provided 

Cuba with several MiG 23 Floggers, fighter-bombers with an effective radius of 615 

nautical miles (1,139 km).  Alarmed, USCINCSO wrote to the JCS requesting 6 F-4 

Phantoms to provide his command with the capability to shoot down at sea any Floggers 

attempting to mount an attack on the Canal.  Under the UCP, air defence of the Caribbean 

air approaches to the Canal were the responsibility of CINCLANT.  In the event of air 

attack, the UCP specified that CINCLANT and USCINCSO were to coordinate their air assets 

in a joint defence: with Atlantic Command (LANTCOM) aircraft intercepting attackers at 

sea and USSOUTHCOM finishing off any attackers that managed to reach the Canal Zone.   

 

Arguing that shared command arrangements led to ambiguity and delay, USCINCSO 

requested that he alone be tasked with defending the Canal.  In his opinion, augmentation 

or replacement of A-7 Corsairs with the higher performance F-4 Phantoms would enable 
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his command to assume such responsibility.  While the USAF supported USCINCSO 

recommendations, the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs 

(ASD/ISA) did not.  He feared that placement of the Phantoms in USSOUTHCOM would 

convey the unintended impression that the US was trying to intimidate Panama or other 

Caribbean states.  The Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) made a convincing case against 

the USCINCSO proposal.  When fully armed with 500 kg bombs and external fuel tanks, the 

Floggers could only fly 615 nautical miles (1,139 km) – but their anticipated target would 

be 676 nautical miles  (1,252 km) away.  Moreover, DIA concluded that neither the Soviet 

Union nor Cuba wished a confrontation with the US in the Caribbean at that time.  For the 

reasons cited by DIA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff decided by 15 December 1978 to reject 

USCINCSO’s proposal. Although USCINCSO lost his bid in late 1978 for full responsibility for 

air defence of the Panama Canal, he worked out a satisfactory compromise solution with 

CINCLANT in August 1979.  At a conference the 2 men agreed that the commander with 

ground responsibility for the Canal, USCINCSO, should also assume its air defence.  Hence, 

they reached an understanding that USCINCSO should have full-time responsibility for air 

defence of the Canal within a 50-mile (80.5 km) radius and temporary responsibility for 

the area outside the circle until relieved of the latter by a carrier battle group from 

LANTCOM. 

 

THE CURRENT US ARMY SOUTH DERIVES ITS HERITAGE  

FROM PRESENCE IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

The later (and current) US Army South derives its heritage from the Panama Canal – 

 

The Panama Canal Department was the Army command established in 1917, as a 

separate geographic command, and was to survive until into World War 2. 
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The Caribbean Defense Command was formed on 10 February 1941, as the senior Army 

headquarters for the larger region and assumed control of Army, Army Air Corps and 

naval assets assigned to the region. 

 

The Sixth Army was activated in January 1943.  It was also involved in operations in 

Rabaul, New Britain and in New Guinea.  Units of the Sixth Army were later deployed at 

Leyte and Luzon in the Philippines, and its troops were earmarked for use in the invasion 

of Japan.  After occupation of Japan, it later returned to the US, with headquarters at the 

Presidio in San Francisco and took on a training role until deactivated in June 1995. 

 

The US Army Caribbean, as part of the US Caribbean Command, was established on 15 

November 1947, with the deactivation of the Caribbean Defense Command, and the 

reorganisation of the Army, Navy and the newly independent US Air Force.  After the 

failed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961 and rumours of Soviet assistance to Cuba, the 

US enhanced the forces available in the Canal Zone in 1962. 

 

The US Army Forces Southern Command became part of the new US Southern Command 

in 1963, which had replaced the former US Caribbean Command.  The new designation 

reflected the fact that its primary responsibility was in Central and South America, rather 

than in the Caribbean.  Forces in the Canal Zone saw changes, including a move of its 

headquarters from Amador to Fort Clayton, close to the Miraflores Locks. 

 

US Army South, as a component of US Southern Command, was activated as a major 

Army command in 1986, still with a headquarters at Fort Clayton.  These headquarters 

were the headquarters for the US invasion in December 1989 – January 1990 (Operation 

Just Cause) as the headquarters of the Joint Task Force-South. 

 

US Southern Command acquired unified command for all US military forces in the 

Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico in June 1997 (the area of responsibility excludes Puerto Rico 
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and Mexico).  By this time a drawdown of US forces in the Canal Zone had begun, in 

preparation for a handover of control to Panama in 1999. 

 

US Southern Command moved its headquarters from Fort Clayton in 1999, initially to Fort 

Buchanan in Puerto Rico, and then to Fort Sam Houston in Texas in 2002. 

 

  

USS Ranger transiting the Gatún 

Locks of the Panama Canal, 12 Oct 

1945  

(US Navy National Museum of 

Naval Aviation) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now a remnant of a bygone 
era, and sadly neglected, the 
impressive Army/Navy YMCA 
building in balboa in 2021 
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The YMCA in better days 

 

  

 

 

 

Some attempt to 
commemorate the 
history of the Canal 
Zone is made 
through these signs, 
erected by the 
Fulbright Panama 
project, and 
identifying many 
buildings and sites 
of importance 
relating to the 
Canal Zone and the 
military.   

This one in the heart 
of the Balboa 
district of Panama 
City, which was the 
“capital” of the 
Canal Zone. 
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Chapter 51 

SUMMARIES OF AIRCRAFT UNITS 

 

The resident 19th Wing was renamed the Panama Canal Department Air Force1669 on 30 

November 19401670, later to become the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the Sixth 

Air Force in February 19421671. 

 

P-39N Airacobra fighters of 32nd Fighter 

Squadron in Panama1672 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SIXTH AIR FORCE 

 

By 1940, a rapid increase in the number of flying squadrons in both the Canal Zone as well 

as in the rest of Panama as a result of the pre–war mobilisation of the US Army Air Corps 

 
1669  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 
1670  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 
1671  The Sixth 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 Sixth 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 
1672  https://ww2aircraft.net/forum/threads/carribbean-panama-canal-32nd-fighter-squadron-p-39s.35563/ 

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
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
https://ww2aircraft.net/forum/threads/carribbean-panama-canal-32nd-fighter-squadron-p-39s.35563/
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(USAAC) warranted a new organisation, and the Panama Canal Air Force was created as a 

major command.  After several organisational changes and the establishment of the US 

Army Air Force (USAAF) in 1942, the Sixth Air Force became the controlling Air Force 

command authority for USAAF activities in the Caribbean, as well as in Central and South 

America.  

 

Through all these redesignations the air arm remained part of 

the Caribbean Defense Command, (10 February 1941 – 1 

November 1947), which was the senior US Army headquarters 

in the Canal Zone (see the Chapter dedicated to that 

Command). The Caribbean Interceptor Command, was the 

USAAF component (10 February 1941 – 17 October 1941 until 

being inactivated and replaced by VI Interceptor Command.1673 

 

 

 

SIXTH AIR FORCE COMMANDS  

• VI Bomber Command   25 October 1941 – 1 November 1946 

• VI Interceptor Command  17 October 1941 

 
1673  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Air_Forces_Southern_Command  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Air_Forces_Southern_Command
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Redesignated as VI Fighter Command  May 1942 – October 1943 

• XXVI Fighter Command    6 March 1942 – 25 August 1946 

• XXXVI Fighter Command   21 August 1942 – 30 April 1943 

• VI Air Force Service Command  undetermined  

(included Panama Air Depot) 

• Antilles Air Command    11 July 1941 – 22 January 1949 

SIXTH AIR FORCE WINGS 

• 6th Fighter Wing     25 August 1946 – 28 July 1948 

• 13th Composite Wing    1 November 1940 – 25 October 1941 

• 19th Composite Wing    25 January 1933 

Redesignated  19th Wing on 14 July 1937 

Redesignated:  19th Bombardment Wing 19 October 

   1940 – 25 October 1941 

SIXTH AIR FORCE GROUPS 

• 25th Bombardment Wing   1 November 1940 – 25 October 1941 

• 32nd Pursuit Group    1 January 1941 – 18 September 1942 

• 36th Pursuit Group    3 June – 25 October 1941 

• 37th Pursuit Group    19 November 1940 – 18 September  

      1942 

• 53rd Fighter Group    1 January – 6 March 1942 

Squadrons 

• 4th Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron 25 August 1946 – 1 February 1948 

• 20th Transport Squadron   15 December 1940 – 20 September  

      1948 

Attached to 314th Troop Carrier Group (later the 314th Troop Carrier Group, Heavy, 

and 314th Troop Carrier Group, Medium)  November 1946 - 16 June 1948 

Stations 

 Permanent 

• Albrook Air Force Station, Canal Zone 1932–1976 
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• France Air Force Station, Canal Zone   1917–1949 

• Howard Air Force Station, Canal Zone 1939–1976 

• Rio Hato Army Air Base, Panama  1931–1948 

• Borinquen Air Force Base, Puerto Rico 1936–1971 

Later Ramey Air Force Base (Assigned to SAC, 26 May 1949) 

 

 Wartime/Lend-Lease (only those in Panama) 

• Aguadulce Army Airfield, Panama                   1941–1945 

• Anton Army Airfield, Panama                           1943 

• Calzada Large Army Airfield, Panama              1942–1944 

• Chame Army Airfield, Panama                          1942–1945 

• David Army Airfield, Panama                             1941–1945 

• La Chorrera Army Airfield, Panama                  1941–1944 

• Madden Army Airfield, Panama                        1944 

• Patilla Point Army Airfield, Panama                  1944 

• Pocri Army Airfield, Panama                              1944 
 
 

 

1946 
postcard 
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In 1939, the 19th Wing had an authorised strength of 75 officers and 1,390 enlisted men, 

but was operating at reduced strength due to a lack of replacements.  At the start of the 

year, it had around 70 aircraft1674: 28 twin-engine B-10B bombers, 14 of the A-17 2-seat 

attack aircraft; 24 P-26A fighters and a handful of (even more ancient and obsolete) P-12E 

and P-12F1675 biplane fighters1676.   

 

By June 1939, the B-10 had been replaced by 30 of the (slightly more modern) B-18 Bolo 

bombers1677, and P-12 biplanes had been replaced by the much better P-36A Hawk 

monoplane fighters1678.  The B-10 and P-12 types were being readied for return to the 

Continental USA, and on 28 January, the first ferry flight of B-10B left – and the first 

delivery of B-18 bombers arrived soon afterwards1679.  By 12 June, 30 B-18 had been 

delivered.  The P-12 biplanes were dismantled and shipped to the US, rather than being 

flown.1680 

 

Throughout the entire course of the war the Sixth Air Force engaged in only 2 combat 

engagements against U-boats in the Caribbean, damaging one in July 1942 and sinking 

 
1674  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
1675  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 
1676  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
1677  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. 
1678  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). 
1679  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf  
1680  They were said to be in excellent condition and were sent for use in advanced training. 

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
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
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another in August 1942.  The bulk of its patrol operations were conducted without major 

contact with the enemy, and its war passed relatively quietly in and around Panama.1681 

 

VI BOMBER COMMAND 

 

VI Bomber Command (comprising up to 4 bomber groups) was formed in 1941 at Albrook 

Field, as part of the Sixth Air Force and was used on anti-submarine patrols until 

deactivated in November 19461682.   

 

On 7 December 1941, the total personnel complement of the VI Bomber Command was 

1,183 officers and enlisted men, and its assigned aircraft included 25 B-18 Bolo, 2 B-17 

Flying Fortress, and 1 other aircraft1683.  By November 1942, VI Bomber Command had 8 

heavy bomber squadrons on its strength – but only 3 were based in Panama itself1684. 

 

When the War Department reduced the Caribbean Defense Command to the status of 

Category "B" in April 1943 (meaning it was considered to be a coastal frontier that "may 

be subject to minor attacks"), and the danger to the Canal at least was considered 

reduced sufficiently to permit the withdrawal of some of the air strength, for example, the 

40th Bombardment Group (Heavy), consisting then of 4 heavy bomber squadrons was 

returned to the US early in June 1943.  

 

The 40th Group was soon to become one of the first B-29 groups, and participate as a 

designated unit in combat operations in the China-Burma-India and Western Pacific 

Theatres in 1944 and 19451685. 

 

 
1681  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
1682  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
1683  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
1684  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory 
1685  https://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#epilogue  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
https://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#epilogue
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The 3rd1686, 29th, 74th, and 397th Bombardment Squadrons, assigned to the VI Bomber 

Command's 6th1687, 9th, 25th, and 40th Bombardment Groups, continued to operate as a 

provisional bombardment group well into 1946, conducting combined exercises under 

simulated combat conditions, mostly simulated aerial attacks upon the Panama Canal and 

friendly naval vessels.  The 430th Bombardment Squadron of the 9th Bombardment Group 

was reassigned to the Army Air Forces School of Applied Tactics in May 1942. 

 

The Rio Hato squadrons were inactivated on 1 November 1946, ending the final chapter in 

the story of bombardment aviation in defence of the Panama Canal during World War 

21688.  

 

As we have seen, the major tactical role of the VI Bomber Command's bomber squadrons, 

from the beginning of hostilities in December 1941 until late 1943 - when the Navy took 

over the patrol missions - was flying aerial reconnaissance of assigned sectors of the 

Pacific and Atlantic approaches to the Canal to protect against possible enemy attack.  

 

After being relieved from these patrolling operations, to be held in reserve as a striking 

force, the tactical units reverted to a 100% training schedule. The squadrons continued 

the training activities, except for several periods when it became necessary to relieve the 

Navy in flying patrols when the Navy's patrol bombers were ordered to the Caribbean to 

perform anti-submarine operations.1689 

 

The bomber squadrons also participated in Joint Command Post exercises, called "minor 

joint exercises”, to test and evaluate crew proficiency and usually involved an aircraft 

carrier approaching the Canal from the US West Coast.   

 
1686  The 3rd Bombardment Squadron was reassigned to the Galapagos Islands in May 1942. 
1687  See below - the 6th Bombardment Group was disbanded in November 1943 after its patrol mission was 
taken over by the US Navy – then reactivated in April 1944 in Texas as B-29 Superfortress group for use 
against Japan 
1688  https://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#epilogue 
1689  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory  

https://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#epilogue
http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
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Mock attack runs on the locks and spillways of the Canal were another type of minor joint 

exercise conducted by VI Bomber Command that gave its squadrons practice, while at the 

same time tested the defences of the Canal.  It was also frequently called upon to make 

searches for aircraft down at sea, for ships lost, overdue, or in distress1690. 

 

6th BOMBARDMENT GROUP 

 

What was to become the 6th Bombardment Group was originally organised as the 3rd 

Observation Wing in the Canal Zone in 1919.  It was subsequent renamed the 6th Group 

(Observation) in 1921, 6th Group (Composite) in 1922 and then 6th Bombardment Group in 

1937.  It would be subsequently redesignated as the 6th Bombardment Group (Medium) in 

1939 and then 6th Bombardment Group (Heavy) in 1940. 

 

Its operations in the Canal Zone were concerned chiefly with defence of the Canal, and 

included training, participating in manoeuvres, flying patrol missions, photographing the 

Canal area, staging aerial reviews, making goodwill flights to Central and South American 

countries.  In January 1939, it also flew mercy missions to earthquake victims in Santiago, 

Chile.  

 

It received the Martin B-10 bomber in 1936 and the B-18 Bolo in 1939; and during the war 

it was to use B-17 Flying Fortresses, B-18, B-24 and LB-30 Liberators, and L-4E 

Grasshoppers 

 

It was disbanded in the Canal Zone on 1 November 1943, and subsequently reconstituted 

on 29 June 1944 and consolidated with 6th Bombardment Group (Very Heavy) as a B-29 

unit for use against Japan.1691 

 
1690  http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory  
1691  https://www.armyaircorpsmuseum.org/6th_Bombardment_Group.cfm  

http://warfare.cf/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/vibchistorytem.htm#afhistory
https://www.armyaircorpsmuseum.org/6th_Bombardment_Group.cfm
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XXVI FIGHTER COMMAND 

 

This was activated in the Canal Zone on 6 March 1942 as the XXVI Interceptor Command, 

part of the Sixth Air Force, changing its title in May 1942.  It was deactivated on 25 August 

1946.  Based at Albrook Field, it comprised 4 fighter groups1692. 

 

6th FIGHTER WING 

 

The 6th Fighter Wing was constituted as the 6th Pursuit Wing in October 1940, and was 

activated in December and then deactivated on 7 December 1941.  Redesignated as the 

6th Fighter Wing and reactivated in June 1942, it had no combat groups assigned to it, and 

was transferred to the Eighth Air Force in the UK in August 19421693. 

 

12th BOMBARDMENT WING 

 

12th Bombardment Wing was activated in the Canal Zone in November 1940, then 

deactivated in March 1942 before being reactivated in the US in September. 

 

32th PURSUIT GROUP 

 

This was activated on 1 January 1941 with the intention to equip it with P-38L Lightning 

twin-engine fighters. 

 

 

 

 
1692 The 16th Group (1942-43); 32nd Group (1942-43); 37th Group (1943); 53rd Group )1942):  
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
1693  It was reconstituted in August 1946 in the Canal Zone, but deactivated in 1948 before being reassigned 
to the US in the 1950s as a Strategic Air Command unit: 
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
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
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37th PURSUIT GROUP/FIGHTER GROUP 

 

When activated on 22 December 1939, the 37th Pursuit Group was assigned 25 P-26A 

Peashooters, 2 BC-1 Texan1694 and 2 A-17.  It was one of the first Caribbean Air Force units 

to be placed on "Readiness" alert between 23 February and 1 March 1941 - 05:00–18:00 

daily. 

Pilots of the 37th Pursuit Group, Albrook Field, Panama, 1941 in 
front of a Boeing P-26. 

 

 

In May 1941, it received a single OA-8 Sikorsky Baby 

Clipper twin-engine amphibian, plus about 35 P-40B 

and P-40C Warhawk fighters, allowing it to dispose of the obsolete P-26A to the 32nd 

Pursuit Group (see below).  It also disposed of the OA-8 to the airfield support squadron at 

France Field.  Also subsequently receiving some new P-40E Warhawks, the unit achieved 

operational readiness by the end of Summer 1941. 

 

In May 1942, the unit was assigned to the defence of the Panama Region (i.e. the city and 

province of Panama in the centre of the country and neighbouring the Canal and Canal 

Zone) being based at Albrook Field.  Some aircraft were detached to La Chorrera Field on 

the other side of the Continental Divide, and in May, 5 aircraft were detached to Trinidad 

until June 1942.  Also in June 1942, the unit was renamed the 37th Fighter Group1695.  

 

 
1694  Known to the RAF as the Harvard. 
1695  The new USAAF preferred to use the term “fighter” instead of the description “pursuit” for fighter 
aircraft. 
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In October 1942, the unit moved to Howard Field, with detachments left at Albrook Field 

and sent to Aguadulce Field until 31 October, when the Group was disbanded – the air 

threat to the Canal Zone being considered 

to have diminished1696 1697. 

 

Poor quality screenshot from 1939 newsreel 
showing P-26A arrayed in Panama in 1939 

 

 

 

 

30th PURSUIT SQUADRON/FIGHTER SQUADRON 

 

The 30th Pursuit Squadron was activated on 1 February 1940 at Albrook Field, as part of 

the build-up of the Canal Zone defences.  It was initially equipped with obsolete P-26A 

Peashooters, and its mission was the air defence of the Canal.  It briefly moved to Rio Hato 

in October, returning to Albrook in November.   

 

As Albrook became more and more crowded with new units, the squadron was 

transferred to La Chorrera later in November 1941 where it was re-equipped with the 

more modern P-40 Warhawk, sharing the base with the 31st Pursuit Squadron. 

 

In common with other “pursuit” squadrons, it was redesignated as the 30th Fighter 

Squadron in May 1942, briefly returning to Albrook but was back in Chorrera on 1 June 

1942, remaining there until January 1943, when it transferred to Anton Army Airfield - but 

all squadron personnel were reassigned to the 53rd Fighter Squadron at France Field (see 

below). 

 

 
1696  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/37th_Operations_Group  
1697  It was to be reconstituted in 1953, in New Mexico, as the 37th Fighter-Bomber Wing, but neither 
manned nor equipped, and shortly after deactivated once more. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/37th_Operations_Group
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With new personnel, the 30th Fighter Squadron then moved to Aquadulce Field in 

February 1943 and reclassified as an Operational Training Unit (OTU) with its mission to 

prepare new fighter pilots for duty in the tropical conditions of the Canal Zone.  In effect, 

it had had switched places with the 53rd Fighter Squadron, and inherited 28 of that unit’s 

aircraft, being mixed models of the P-40, most of which had seen hard service in Puerto 

Rico and the Antilles Air Command.  It also had small detachments at Albrook Field and 

Corozal in the Canal Zone and, by October, another detachment was also maintained at 

Howard Field. 

 

When the parent 37th Fighter Group was dissolved, the 30th Fighter Squadron was 

assigned directly to the XXVI Fighter Command from 1 November 1943 and, although still 

classified as an OTU, the squadron did mount some air defence patrols.   

 

It was also selected to train the cadre of the 1st Brazilian Fighter Squadron (see below), still 

being technically assigned to Canal Zone defence though with mainly Brazilian pilots. 

 

P-38 Lightning in Panama
1698 

 

In January 1945, the 30th Fighter Squadron 

surrendered its tired P-40 Warhawks to the 

Panama Air Depot and was reequipped with 

new P-39Q Airacobra.  In addition, the 

"official" unit insignia (a black knight in 

armour, lance in hand, seated on a plunging 

horse in a white circle background) had finally been approved (officially, it seems on 26 

June 1945, although it is known to have been painted on some aircraft much earlier).  But, 

by June 1945, it had been completely reequipped with twin-engine P-38L Lightnings, 

which were at the time flooding into the country.  

 
1698  https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/new-acquisition-second-world-war-scrapbookphotograph-album  

https://www.slq.qld.gov.au/blog/new-acquisition-second-world-war-scrapbookphotograph-album
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However, no sooner had the conversion to the P-38 been completed than the unit was 

moved to Howard Field, where the entire complement of P-38s was hangered and the unit 

activities ran down with the end of the war in Europe.   

 

The squadron ceased all flying activities in June, and the P-38 remained stored in a hangar 

at Howard.  By October 1945, the squadron was reduced to a non-operational 

administrative organisation and officially deactivated on 15 October 19461699. 

30th Fighter Squadron P-39Q-20-BE Airacobra  
44-3089 showing the squadrons new emblem. 
Howard Field, early 1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

53rd PURSUIT SQUADRON/FIGHTER SQUADRON 

 

This squadron was first activated on 1 January 1941 As the 53rd Pursuit Squadron, as one 

of 3 squadrons assigned to the 32nd Pursuit Group, which was comprised mainly of Puerto 

Rico-based units, and initially with aircraft located there. 

 

Equipped with a mix of P-40, with some P-36A and A-17 (and at least 1 YA-19), it was 

formed at Albrook Field.  It then moved to Rio Hato and then, after a short move to France 

Field, relocated to La Chorrera Field on 7 January 1942. 

 

 
1699  The squadron was reactivated by the Tactical Air Command of USAF as the 30th Fighter-Bomber 
Squadron at Clovis AFB, New Mexico in 1953 and intended to receive the F-86F Sabre. However, it was 
neither manned or equipped due to personnel and equipment shortages and was inactivated on just over 2 
months later. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:30th_Fighter_Squadron_Bell_P-39Q-20-BE_Airacobra_44-3089_1945.jpg
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It was redesignated (as part of the reorganised USAAF) as the 53rd Fighter Squadron on 15 

May 1942.  During late 1942 it received 3 P-70 night-fighters1700. 

 

On 3 January 1943, it undertook a “switch” of equipment with the 30th Fighter Squadron 

and 24th Fighter Squadron (see above), ending up with an assortment of types, including 

P-40 and P-39D. 

 

On 1 June 1943, it left the Sixth Air Force, relocating to the US, eventually transferring to 

England as a P-47 Thunderbolt unit.1701 

 

20th TRANSPORT SQUADRON 

 

This was one unit that was present in the Canal Zone from 1940 to the end of the war, 

starting with next to nothing, but eventually proving to be a vital component in the 

defence and operations in the whole region was the transport aircraft squadron.   

 

In 1937, Army long-range plans for aerial transportation specified expansion of the 10th 

Transport Group by assigning more men and aircraft to the squadrons, formation of a 

GHQ Air Force group of 3 squadrons in the US with 1 flight for each USAAC station, and 

activation of 1 squadron each for Panama and Hawaii. 

 

The 20th Transport Squadron was activated in 1940 at France Field (having no aircraft until 

February 1941), transferring to Howard Field in 1942, and then to Albrook Field in 1943 

(as Howard became congested with bombers).  It became operational in March 1941, with 

its first aircraft, a single Douglas C-331702 (making daily flights to Albrook Field and Rio 

Hato).   

 
1700   Because, at the time, it was still considered a strong possibility that a night attack on the Panama Canal 
might he attempted, and the night fighter defences of the area were nil.  
1701  https://everything.explained.today/53rd_Fighter_Squadron/  
1702  The military version of the DC.2 airliner, itself the predecessor of the more well-known, more successful 
DC.2 (Dakota). 

https://everything.explained.today/53rd_Fighter_Squadron/
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Gaining further aircraft, it was involved in the build-up of the outer ring of air bases 

throughout the Caribbean and, by the time of Pearl Harbour, it then had 6 ex-airline 

Douglas C-49 Skytrain1703 which had arrived from the US.   

 

In a review of a book about military aviation in Panama during the war 1704, and 

obviously referring to the early equipment of the 20 th Transport Squadron, it was 

said that – 

“Military aircraft buffs should enjoy reading about the “oddball” birds 

assigned to the Sixth Air Force during World War II that received official 

designations when they were added to the military inventory –   

a Junkers C-79 trimotor; a Boeing XC-105 [a modified XB-15 bomber]; an 

Akron-Funk UC-92 [an ageing pre-war type); a Hamilton UC-89 Metalplane 

[another obsolete type]; two Luscombe UC-90s [light cabin monoplanes]; and 

a Stinson Model A trimotor that became the Air Force’s solitary UC -91”.1705 

 

During the early part of the war one flight was detached to work with the airborne forces 

of the 501st Parachute Battalion and 550th Airborne Infantry Battalion, which comprised 

the Panama-based regional rapid deployment force (and this work included planning for a 

proposed landing in Vichy-held Martinique in 1943) – see the Chapter on ground forces 

for more information on this striking force, and the Chapter on 1943 for more on 

Martinique. 

 

Other flights were detached for service in Puerto Rico and Trinidad – but by December 

1943 these detachments were taken off the squadron’s strength and assigned to Antilles 

Air Command. 

 
1703  Commercial DC.3 airliners impressed for use by USAAC. 
1704  Alae Supra Canalem: Wings Over The Canal by Dan Hagedorn (Turner Publishing, Kentucky), 1995. 
1705  https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm It was also acquired 
from the Panamanian company Transportes Aereos Gelebert, like the C-79. 

https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm
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An Italian Savoia-Marchetti SM.83 airliner USAAF service at Howard Field, c.1942. It had been acquired by 
the USAAF from the Italian Latin American Airline (LATI) after being seized in Chile by local officials and 

provided to the 20th Transport Squadron in Panama due to the severe shortage of Army transports in Central 
America. Although flown to Howard Field, the aircraft was not used for any operational missions  

(USAF photo)1706 

 

The squadron flew a variety of aircraft types, including the classic C-47A Skytrain.  They 

also included the single, impressed Junkers Ju 52/3m trimotor as the C-79 (the only 

example in USAAC service – there is more information on this example in the Chapter on 

the Germans and the German “threat”), another impressed 3-engine former airliner (an 

Italian-built Savoia-Marchetti SM 81, see above), OA-10 Catalina amphibians (the Army 

version of the Navy’s PBY flying-boat), a locally impressed Stinson UC-91 single-engine 5-

seat light cabin monoplane, and another one-off, an antiquated impressed Hamilton H.47 

single-engine 8-seat light airliner (impressed as the UC-89) which formerly belonged to a 

Panamanian company, Transportes Aereos Gelebert 1707 (which also owned the UC-90).   

 

However, by 1943 it had either lost or disposed of the OA-10, C-79, UC-89 and UC-91, but 

had acquired another oddity – the XC-105 (see below).  It had also received its first C-47A 

and its first Fairchild UC-61 Forwarder (another single-engine utility light aircraft). 

 
1706  https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/ 
1707  Impressed from its civilian owner in 1942, it was found to be unsuitable for military use and struck off 
charge in August 1943.  During 1930, Isthmian Airways had used it as a floatplane in its service linking the 
Atlantic to the Pacific between Cristóbal, Colón and Balboa, describing the 30-minute flight to be the "fastest 
transcontinental service in North America". 

https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/
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Light aircraft such as the UC-90 (both of which survived in USAAF service to the end of the 

war) were used as “hacks”, for liaison work including as courier and communications 

aircraft operating between the various airfields in Panama and the Canal Zone.  They 

would also be used to maintain basic pilot proficiency.1708 

 

 

The Boeing XC-105 was the former pre-war XB-15 4-engine heavy bomber prototype that 

had been converted to become a transport.  It was assigned to the squadron in April 1943, 

being considered suitable for the long  

 

The XC-105 at Albrook Field in 1943 with its 
flight crew and showing its elephant nose art. 

flights over water to supply the base 

in the Galapagos Islands1709. 

 

First flying in 1937, the XB-15 had 

been the largest aircraft built in the 

US (and larger than the subsequent 

B-17 Flying Fortress) – the wing being so large that engineers could use crawlways to enter 

them to make minor repairs in flight.  Designed as a 5,000-mile (8,047 km) bomber, it 

proved underpowered (as its intended powerplants were not available).  Only the single 

prototype was produced and, after production and further development was abandoned, 

it was used as an ad hoc transport (although it had also been used for secret tests in 

Panama in 1940, practising bombing attacks on the Canal locks, and operating from 

Albrook Field1710).   

 

 
1708  http://cfiamerica.com/Military_Luscombe_UC-90A_and_UC-90.html  
1709  The XB-15 had been used to carry out an aerial survey of the islands in 1940. 
1710  The aircrew included a Captain Curtiss LeMay as navigator, this being the future chief of the US bomber 
force against Japan and the latter commander of the postwar Strategic Air Command. 

http://cfiamerica.com/Military_Luscombe_UC-90A_and_UC-90.html
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The XB-15 was converted fully to a transport type as the XC-105 in May 1943.  It was fitted 

with a cargo hoist and had cargo doors fitted.  By now nicknamed “Grandpappy”, it was 

assigned to the 20th Transport Squadron and was used to ferry supplies to and from the 

Galapagos, Florida and throughout the Caribbean from June 1943.  It was also used to 

ferry Government passengers from Miami1711.  However, after at least 2 fires and 

mechanical and electrical problems, it was retired in December 1944, and its engines, 

internal components and the fin and rudder were removed.  Its formal scrapping was 

ordered in June 1945 and the remaining airframe was abandoned at a landfill site south-

west of the runway at Albrook Field (called the Diablo dump), where is slowly sank 

beneath the surface, where it remains, after being built over – first by squatters, and 

latterly by industrial units1712. 

 

In January 1944, the squadron was redesignated as the 20th Troop Carrier Squadron 

(Special), and 1944 saw some increased standardisation of types used, with the C-47A and 

some of the larger C-46A Commando transports being received. 

 

Postwar, continuing as the transport arm of the Caribbean Air Command, it was re-

equipped with the larger, 4-engine C-54 Skymaster in 1946 and the Fairchild C-82 Packet, 

a dedicated military transport with removable rear loading doors, in 1948. 

 

The squadron relocated from Panama to Texas in September 1948, leaving all its aircraft 

(except for a detachment of C-54, which went to Europe to take part in the Berlin Airlift).  

In 1949, the squadron and aircraft all finally left Panama, but it was deactivated in October 

1949 due to military budget cuts. 

  

 
1711  On what became known as a the “Georgia Peach Run”: Grandpappy – the XB-15, Aerospace Historian, 
Vol.26 No. 3, September 1979 (Air Force Historical Foundation). 
1712  https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Boeing_XB-15#cite_note-AH-12 

https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Boeing_XB-15#cite_note-AH-12
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THE 7th AERO SQUADRON AS THE 397th BOMBARDMENT SQUADRON 

 

From 1917, when it was first sent to Panama, and until deactivated in Panama in 19461713 

one squadron was associated (albeit with various changes of title) with the defence of the 

Canal Zone. 

 

What later became the 397th Bombardment Squadron was first established in the Canal 

Zone as the 7th Aero Squadron in 1917 and served as a reconnaissance unit until 1942, 

when it was redesignated as the 397th Bombardment Squadron.  It served as a 

bomber unit in World War 2 and was deactivated at Rio Hato Army Air Base in November 

1946.  

 

The squadron was reactivated in 2015, returning to its earlier reconnaissance mission as 

the 7th Reconnaissance Squadron.   

 

While the squadron's role from 1917 to 1946 was the defence of the Canal Zone, during 

the 1920s and 1930s it participated in a number of goodwill missions to nations in Central 

and South America. 

 

After World War 1, the squadron evolved into the 7th Squadron (1921), 7th Observation 

Squadron (1925), 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (1937), 7th Reconnaissance Squadron 

(Medium Range) (6 December 1939) and 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (Heavy) (20 

November 1940), before being finally redesignated as the 397th Bombardment Squadron 

(Heavy) on 22 April 1942. The squadron was assigned to the 6th Composite Group. 

 

 
1713  Only to be reactivated in 2015. 
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In 1937, the 6th Group, which had been a composite unit since its establishment in 1919, 

became the 6th Bombardment Group1714.  The squadron was equipped with Douglas B-18 

Bolo, although a single Northrop A-17 was also assigned for a period, together with a 

Sikorsky OA-8 amphibian1715. 

 

By 1 February 1940, the assignment to the 6th Bombardment Group was changed to an 

attachment, as the unit was reassigned to the 19th Composite Wing and placed under the 

control of the Caribbean Air Force staff as one of the dedicated reconnaissance elements 

reporting to that headquarters.  From May 1940 saw squadrons rotated out from its base 

at France Field to Rio Hato Army Air Base for “live” bombing practice1716. 

 

On 4 June 1941, it was assigned a single B-17B Flying Fortress, its first and the first 

production version of the type, which had been transferred to the command. Although 

obsolescent as a bomber, the mission of the B-17B was long-range reconnaissance, and 

the aircraft retained its defensive machine guns. On 8 October 1941, the squadron was 

once again assigned to the 6th Bombardment Group of VI Bomber Command1717 and, on 

27 November, the unit moved from France Field to the newly constructed Howard Field, 

where it received 4 more B-17B (all being assigned to the 7th Reconnaissance Squadron by 

November 1941)1718. 

 

After Pearl Harbor, the squadron was almost immediately deployed to David Field and the 

B-17 aircraft were deployed elsewhere (mainly to Guatemala City Airport) to begin Pacific 

 
1714  The 6th Bombardment Group would be disbanded in November 1943 after its patrol mission was taken 
over by the US Navy – then reactivated in April 1944 in Texas as B-29 Superfortress group for use against 
Japan. 
1715  This one of 5 Sikorsky S.43 Baby Clipper twin-engine monoplane amphibians acquired by the USAAC for 
the carriage of freight and passengers. 
1716  Training of new flight crew became of major importance, with additional local courses, including a stress 
on communications (as qualified radio operators were in short supply): 
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/6th_Operations_Group  
1717  The 6th Bombardment Group was disbanded in November 1943 after its patrol mission was taken over 
by the US Navy – then reactivated in April 1944 in Texas as B-29 Superfortress group for use against Japan. 
1718  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/6th_Operations_Group  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/6th_Operations_Group
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/6th_Operations_Group
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patrols in early January 1942. The squadron was redesignated as the 397th Bombardment 

Squadron (Heavy) on 22 April 1942. 

 

The return to David Field came just in time for deployment of the unit as a whole from 

David to Peru, where it arrived in August. From there the squadron undertook the Pacific 

patrol out to the Galapagos Islands and, sometimes, on to Guatemala City Airport.  These 

flights continued, almost non-stop, until May 1943, when the unit was relieved and 

returned to Rio Hato.   

 

It was then using the LB-30 version of the B-24 Liberator bomber1719, which retained their 

original British serial numbers throughout their service with the squadron. Upon its return 

to Rio Hato on 4 May 1943, the 397th was transformed, as an entirely new intake of 

personnel replaced the existing personnel. 3 days later, the squadron moved its 

headquarters to Howard Field in the Canal Zone, although this was apparently a mere 

paper move, as the unit's aircraft and personnel actually remained at Rio Hato.  

 

On 1 January 1944, the squadron received orders to deploy 4 of its LB-30 to France Field 

to participate in the search for several marauding U-boats which were causing 

considerable alarm in the Caribbean. While at France Field, the aircraft also flew 

navigational and bombing exercises. 

 

All of this was preparatory to the unit's deployment to the Galapagos Islands and, in April 

1944, the ground echelon started movement to Balboa via truck for the transfer.  The air 

element received 4 additional B-24J Liberators and, with these, it flew with the existing 2 

B-24J and 2 B-24D to the Galapagos Islands.  

 

 
1719  The LB-30 was a variant of the B-24 originally ordered by the RAF, but with 75 requisitioned for use by 
the USAAC following Pearl Harbor.  It was the first fully combat-ready version of the design and was 
produced to a British specification.  Like all B-24 models it had a very long-range capability. 
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Other missions, besides the normal long-distance patrols, saw aircraft operating to Salinas 

in Ecuador, Havana, Borinquen Filed in Puerto Rico, Managua in Nicaragua and Cartagena 

in Colombia, as well as elsewhere throughout Central and South America. 

 

In February 1945, the unit was relieved from duty in the Galapagos Islands and returned 

to Rio Hato, where the unit ended the war, on 1 November 1946 when it was declared 

inactive1720. 

 

24th PURSUIT SQUADRON/FIGHTER SQUADRON1721 

 

This unit was originally formed as the 19th Aero Squadron in 

June 1917 in Texas, soon being reorganised as the 24th Aero 

Squadron and serving in England, France and then Germany.   

 

Demobilised in October 1919, it was reconstituted in April 1924 

(by now in Panama) and consolidated with the 24th Squadron (Pursuit), which had formed 

in 1921 in Panama, as the 24th Pursuit Squadron. 

 

It was redesignated 24th Pursuit Squadron (Interceptor) on 6 December 1939 and became 

the 24th Fighter Squadron1722 on 15 May 1942. 

 

Pre-war it had operated the P-26A1723 in 1938-39, before changing to the various types 

used during the war and detailed below1724. 

 

 
1720  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/397th_Bombardment_Squadron  
1721  https://www.afhra.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/2360328/24-fighter-squadron-acc/  
1722  When the USAAC became the USAAF and began using the term “fighter” instead of “pursuit” for fighter 
aircraft. 
1723  Which had replaced its previous P-12 biplanes, which had used from 1930. 
1724  https://www.afhra.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/2360328/24-fighter-squadron-acc/  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/397th_Bombardment_Squadron
https://www.afhra.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/2360328/24-fighter-squadron-acc/
https://www.afhra.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/2360328/24-fighter-squadron-acc/
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In October 1939, the Squadron received word that it was to re-equip with the new and 

more modern Curtiss P-36A Hawks.  By the end of 1939, the Squadron was "up to 

strength," with 12 P-36A, a Captain (the Squadron Commander), 11 Second Lieutenants 

and 142 enlisted ranks.  

 

In June 1941, the Squadron received 9 new Curtiss P-40C Warhawks and, with these, a 

number of long-range navigational flights were undertaken, one going so far as Trinidad. 

 

After the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941, the squadron initially remained on 

standing alert at Albrook, but despatched "C" flight to Salinas Airport, Ecuador, to provide 

aerodrome defence for that strategic point on 2 February 1942.  The remainder of the 

Squadron moved to the La Joya #2 Aerodrome on 12 March 1942, where they remained 

until returning to Albrook on 30 September, having been redesignated as the 24th Fighter 

Squadron on 15 May. 

 

The unit had also transitioned from its P-40C to Bell P-39D Airacobras starting 2 May 1942, 

when it acquired 10 of these aircraft from the 53rd Fighter Group in September 1942, 

forcing the return of the unit, somewhat ahead of schedule, to Albrook, where conditions 

were very crowded.  By then, the P-39D had been exchanged for 14 P-39K. 

 

On 15 October 1942, 8 P-39K were dispatched on a mission near Rio Hato to graphically 

illustrate the effectiveness of the cannon-armed fighter as a ground-attack aircraft.  The 

Airacobras attacked a column of derelict trucks positioned there and, when the dust 

settled, all but 5 of the 115 vehicles had been completely destroyed.  

 

In addition, between November 1942 and 11 January 1943, the Squadron also had a 

solitary Douglas P-70 night-fighter1725, which it maintained and operated on behalf of the 

 
1725  The P-70 was a radar-equipped “night fighter” variant of the A-20 Havoc light bomber. 
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XXV Fighter Command at Albrook.  This was the rather weak Sixth Air Force response to a 

concern over the lack of night fighter defences for the Canal. 

 

The Squadron flew its last P-39 missions on 25 June 1943 and, ironically, these were then 

replaced on 27 June 1943 by 2 refurbished Curtiss P-40C and on 29 June by 2 new P-40N 

Warhawks.  From that point through until August, the Squadron transitioned into new  

P-40N, 22 of which were on hand by the end of that month. 

 

On 27 August 1943, flying their new P-40N, "A" and "B" Flights flew a mass cross-country 

to Costa Rica.  The next day, they flew down the Atlantic side of the Isthmus of Panama – 

completely undetected – and made a successful surprise mock "attack" on the Gatun 

Locks of the Panama Canal.  "B" Flight made 3 dive-bombing attacks from 10,000 feet 

while "A" Flight made 4 strafing passes.  Defending interceptors, finally alerted to the 

proceedings, did not show up until the attack was completely over.  

 

Effective from 1 November 1943, the Squadron was officially assigned directly to the XXVI 

Fighter Command and, by 31 December, had totally re-equipped with the P-4ON. 

 

On 8 March 1944 and, shortly following, again re-equipped, this time with Bell P-39Q-5 

and P-39Q-20 Airacobras, and Piper L-41726 and North American AT-6 Texans were also 

assigned.  A "hack" Northrop RA-17, as well as a Curtiss RP-40C1727 and a North American 

AT-6D were also part of its inventory.  By March, a single Vultee BT-13A Valiant basic 

trainer had also been added, to augment the instrument training programme.   

 

In July 1944, the Squadron was once again tasked to make mock attacks on Panama Canal 

installations and, later in the same month, conducted very intensive interceptor exercises 

 
1726  A version of the Piper Cub lightplane, known to the USAAF as the Grasshopper. 
1727  The “R” prefix for these 2 types indicate the aircraft were classed as “obsolete” or “restricted”. 
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against various VI Bomber Command elements. By the end of that month, 23 P-39Q were 

on hand, of which 21 were combat ready.  

 

On 15 August 1944, the Squadron moved again, this time to France Field and, by October, 

the unit had reached perhaps its highest state of combat readiness, with 23 of 24 P-39Q 

airworthy, the highest percentage in XXVI Fighter Command at the time. 

 

By January 1945, the unit had been formally redesignated as the 24th Fighter Squadron 

(Twin Engine) and this signalled the advent of the Lockheed P-38 Lightning into service 

with the squadron. 

 

By March 1945 it had a mixed strength consisting of 16 P-39Q, 11 P-38J, and single 

examples of the Cessna UC-781728, North American AT-6F and a Vultee BT-13A.  However, 

by June 1945, the P-38 Lightnings predominated, with 20 P-38 on hand and only 5 P-39Q, 

although 1 of the P-38 was lost that month to an accident, the earlier P-38J models having 

been augmented by P-38L.  A Beech UC-45F was also assigned to the Squadron to serve as 

a conversion trainer to twin-engine equipment, augmenting the UC-78. 

 

It was deactivated on 15 October 1946 (to be reactivated again in 2019)1729.  

 

Bell P-39Q-20-BE 
Airacobra,  44-3528, 
"Miss Izzy", France 
Field, Panama with 

24th Fighter Squadron 

personnel, 19441730 

 
 
 
 
 

 
1728  A utility transport variant of the AT-17 Bobcat twin-engine advanced trainer. 
1729  https://www.afhra.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/2360328/24-fighter-squadron-acc/  
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron 
1730  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/2360328/24-fighter-squadron-acc/
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron
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 P-38J Lightning (24th Fighter 
Squadron #12), France Field, 

Panama, 19451731 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lockheed P-38L Lightning of 24th Fighter Squadron, USAAF 

 

 
1731  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron


860 
 

 

 

108th OBSERVATION SQUADRON/RECONNAISSANCE SQUADRON 

 

This unit was a descendant of the 108th Aero Squadron, formed during World War 1 in 

1927.  It was reactivated in 1927 as the 108th Observation Squadron, as one of the 29 

original National Guard observation squadrons formed before World War 2.   

 

It was reactivated as part of the Illinois National Guard in Chicago, and during the 1930s 

was equipped with O-2 biplanes and, from 1935, its final O-38 development.  It was 

federalised, along with the rest of the 33rd Division, in February 1941, and in January 1942 

the squadron was assigned to Rio Hato, but moving soon afterwards to be based at 

Howard Field.  During its time there, along with the O-47 it had received in 1941, it also 

acquired several Stinson L-1 Vigilant1732 during this period along with a P-36A Hawk 

fighter, an A-18 Shrike twin-engine attack bomber, and 2 L-4A Grasshoppers1733 all based 

at Howard Field. 

 
1732  One of the types of smaller, lighter observation types that were to replace the heavier O-47 types. 
1733  Another of the smaller, lighter observation types that were to replace the heavier O-47 types. 



861 
 

 

One of the L-4A was transferred to the dedicated Tow Target Squadron at Howard Field on 

28 February 1943, while the rare Curtiss A-18 was transferred to the Technical School at 

Rio Hato on 3 April 1943.  This was the only A-18 to serve operationally with a first line 

combat unit during World War 2.  

 

It received its first B-18 Bolo in February 1943, and began missions with it (said to be along 

the "Pacific coast of Colombia" on 24 February, and another B-18 in May. By June, the unit 

had been redesignated as the 108th Reconnaissance Squadron (Special).  It also received 

further small numbers of L-4A, Curtiss 0-52 Owls (these being undocumented but later 

recalled by Squadron members), and even 4 Bell P-39N Airacobra fighters. 

 

In November 1943, with the threat to the Canal having decreased, the unit was stood 

down and its personnel reassigned to other units in one of the combat theatres.  The 

squadron was subsequently reactivated and redesignated as the 108th Bombardment 

Squadron (Light), and allocated to the Illinois National Guard at Chicago Municipal 

Airport on 21 June 1945 
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108th Observation Squadron flight and ground crews pose with an O-47 at Howard Field in 19431734 

 

US NAVY  

 

Before World War 2, the US Congress had mandated that the US Navy was not 

permitted to operate land-based combat aircraft.  However, in August 1943, the US 

Army and US Navy came to an agreement, and in mid-1943, the Army agreed to 

turn over all anti-submarine operations to the Navy. 

 

PATROL SQUADRON VP-1 (VPB-1) 

 

VP-1 was established at NAS San Diego on 15 April 1943, to operate the PB2Y-3 Coronado, 

the large, 4-engine flying-boat.  The 12 aircraft were intended for anti-submarine and 

convoy escort work in the Caribbean and, on 10 October 1943, transferred to NAS Coco 

Solo and commenced such operations – extending out as far as Jamaica and Nicaragua. 

 

It also undertook transport duties, flying between Panama and Miami with up to 50 

passengers aboard. 

 

The early air-to-surface radar fitted proved unsatisfactory for night patrols and was soon 

replaced by improved sets, and the type’s electric propeller controls caused problems 

during the early days of the deployment, resulting in the loss of an aircraft. Tropical 

modifications to the aircraft while at Coco Solo included removal of all interior heating 

units, de-icing equipment, armour plating and engine superchargers. 

 
1734  https://usaac-official.tumblr.com/post/654892375262609408/a-pair-of-o-47a-target-tugs-in-panama-
1943-1945  

https://usaac-official.tumblr.com/post/654892375262609408/a-pair-of-o-47a-target-tugs-in-panama-1943-1945
https://usaac-official.tumblr.com/post/654892375262609408/a-pair-of-o-47a-target-tugs-in-panama-1943-1945
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PB2Y-3 VPB-
1 at NAAF 
Galapagos 
c.1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was an aircraft intended for this unit, being ferried from San Diego that was caught by a 

storm when moored in Puerto Castilla in Honduras and sunk.  2 crewmen escaped on a life 

raft but were wept out to sea by the storm, being lost at sea for 9 days before being 

washed ashore and rescued. 

 

From 5 January to 15 February 1944, 3 of its PB2Y, plus a PBY Catalina, were detached to 

Salinas in Ecuador to operate patrols from there.  The unit was operating up to 4 PBY, but 

these were gradually replaced in March 1944 as replacement PB2Y were received from 

the US. 

 

In June 1944, 3 aircraft were sent on detachment to the Galapagos Islands, with 1 aircraft 

and 5 crew being lost in a crash there on 17 July. 

 

On 15 October 1944, it received 3 additional PB2Y-2 from VPB-15, which was being 

deactivated.  By this time, since 1 October, VP-1 had been redesignated as VPB-1 as a 

Patrol Bombing Squadron.  Later, on 20 October, the unit relocated to the Galapagos 

Islands, returning to Coco Solo in February 1945, to be relieved by VPB-209. 
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Officers and enlisted personnel of the VPB-1 were detached and returned to NAS San 

Diego, ferrying their aircraft from Coco Solo to San Diego (via Key West and Corpus 

Christi1735), and the unit was disestablished at NAS San Diego on 6 March 1945. 

 

PATROL SQUADRON VP-5 (OR VP-33) 

 

One of the units based at Coco Solo was US Navy patrol squadron VP-5, a PBY unit whose 

unit insignia was “Wings over Panama”1736.   

 

In early 1938, VP-5 had trained on the PBY-3 Catalina flying-boat in San Diego before 

deploying to Coco Solo in a mass flight.  Then President Roosevelt announced a "limited 

national emergency" on 8 September 1939 and the subsequent "neutrality patrols" found 

the unit alternating its operational bases between Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, San Juan, 

Puerto Rico and NAS Coco Solo1737.  It continued both the patrols and training, including 

the introduction of "submarine bombing" tactics in 1941.   

 

 
1735  2 of the 11 aircraft in the flight were lost due to high winds and rough seas whilst moored at NAS Corpus 
Christi. 
1736  The so-called "Wings over Panama" Squadron insignia used by VP-5 displays the western half of the 
globe, with silhouettes of North, Central and South America in black against a light blue circular field.  Across 
Central America is superimposed a pair of Naval Aviator's wings.  The design is enclosed in a black circle 
which, in turn, is enclosed in a bright red compass rose.  It derives from the squadron’s origins, being formed 
at Coco Solo in September 1931 as VP-5S, though it is believed to have originated with one of the earlier VP-
5 squadrons1736. 
1737  Aka NAS Upham. 
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In 1941, it was 

redesignated to 

become VP-33 and, 

following the Pearl 

Harbor attack, 

patrols quickly 

became extended 

over the oceans on 

both sides of the 

Canal and it reported to the Army's 6th Bomber Command the long-range reconnaissance 

arm.   

 

The increased wartime demands for patrols resulted in the its reinforcement with 

detachments from other squadrons, VP-52 and VP-81, whose had the newer PBY-5 

Catalina, and gave NAS Upham (as the Coco Solo base was also known) a total of 28 

operational PBY.  In August 1942, VP-32 relocated to Guantanamo Bay1738. 

 

PATROL SQUADRON VP-15 (VPB-15) 

 

This was anotherPB2Y-3 Coronado unit and was established as VP-15 on 15 March 1943 in 

San Diego, becoming a Patrol Bombing Squadron as VPB-1 on 1 October 1944. 

 

It started its operations from NAS Bermuda, undertaking anti-submarine and convoy 

escort duties from 15 March, transferring to Coco Solo on 21 April, with 1 detachment to 

Corinto in Nicaragua and another to the Galapagos Islands. 

 

It transferred to NAS San Diego on 15 October 1944, to prepare for transfer to the South 

Pacific.  It re-equipped with new PB2Y-5 before despatch. 

 
1738  http://www.vpnavy.org/vp5f_history.html  

http://www.vpnavy.org/vp5f_history.html
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PATROL SQUADRON VP-2061739  

 

This squadron was established at NAS Norfolk, Virginia on 15 November 1942, flying the 

PBM-3C Mariner, equipped with air-to-surface radar, and after training it transferred to 

Coco Solo on 1 April 1943, loaded with as much personnel and equipment as possible1740. 

 

From Coco Solo, a detachment was sent to Corinto in Nicaragua on 7 September 1943, 

with the rest of the unit joining on 5 February 1944. 

 

On 24 April 1944, it was relieved at Corinto and transferred to Key West in Florida. 

 

PATROL SQUADRON VP-207 

 

US Navy patrol squadron VP-207, with 12 Martin PBM Mariner flying boats, relocated to 

Colón from Guantanamo Bay, Cuba in June 19431741.  During 1943, it flew patrols between 

Salinas in Ecuador and Nicaragua, via the Galapagos Islands (see the Chapter on the 

advance bases).  Patrols were required to identify all of the ships that they saw. 

 

Its PBM Mariner flying boats could be anchored overnight in the bay at Salinas, Ecuador 

and at night a duty crew was kept aboard in case of a storm.   

 
1739  It was later redesignated VPB-206 as a patrol bombing squadron on 1 October 1944. 
1740  The remaining equipment and personnel were sent by sea. 
1741  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-2-vp-207/  

https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-2-vp-207/
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Salinas in 1945 

 

Salinas is located on a bay 

about half-way down the 

Pacific cost of Ecuador.  

For the US Navy 

personnel using the base, 

the town of Salinas 

consisted of a few shops, 

a barber shop, and a small hotel. There was an airport on the army base, with an officers’ 

club where you could buy drinks.   

 

US Navy patrol flights went from Salinas out to the Galapagos Islands and from the 

Galapagos to Corinto in Nicaragua.  The aircrew would stay overnight at the Galapagos 

and at Corinto. The distance out to the Galapagos was about 600 miles (965 km), and the 

distance from Galapagos to Corinto was about 800 miles (1,287 km).1742 

 

In November 1943, VP-207 transferred to Coco Solo and began flying convoy patrols over 

the Caribbean – mainly at night, being replaced on the Pacific patrols by Consolidated 

PB2Y Coronado flying boats. 

 

In May 1944, VP-207 left Panama for Key West in Florida and thence to Bermuda, its next 

base of operations.1743 

 

  

 
1742  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-3-patrol-flying/  
1743  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-4-convoy-coverage/  

https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-3-patrol-flying/
https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-4-convoy-coverage/
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BRAZILIANS IN PANAMA 

 

The Brazilian Expeditionary Force, which took part in the fighting in Italy, included a fighter group 

from the Brazilian Air Force1744, formed in 1943 and which undertook its combat training under 

the jurisdiction of the Sixth Air Force at Aguadulce in Panama – its commander and 32 

pilots using Curtiss P-40 Warhawks.  One officer, Aviation Second Lieutenant Dante Isidoro 

Gastaldoni was killed in a training accident during this time1745.  

 

In May 1944, the group was declared operational and active in the air defence of the 

Canal.  However, it left in June to travel to the US and re-equip with P-47D Thunderbolts, 

being deployed to Italy later in the year1746. 

 

Curtiss P-40K Warhawk of the 
Brazilian Air Force, of the type likely 

used in Panama1747 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
1744  1st Fighter Group (1o Grupo de Aviaçäo de Caça) 
1745  https://www.defenseforces.com/2018/03/28/brazilian-air-force-1st-fighter-group-in-the-world-war-ii/  
1746  https://www.defesanet.com.br/aviacao/noticia/695/Dia-de-Aviacao-de-Caca---Parte-1/ 
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf 
1747  http://www.rudnei.cunha.nom.br/FAB/en/p-40.html 

https://www.defenseforces.com/2018/03/28/brazilian-air-force-1st-fighter-group-in-the-world-war-ii/
https://www.defesanet.com.br/aviacao/noticia/695/Dia-de-Aviacao-de-Caca---Parte-1/
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329891/-1/-1/0/AFD-101105-019.pdf
http://www.rudnei.cunha.nom.br/FAB/en/p-40.html
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From Combat Squadrons of the Air Force World War II edited by Maurer Maurer (Albert F Simpson Historical 
Research Center and Office of Air Force History, Headquarters USAF), 1982:  
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Dec/02/2001329899/-1/-1/0/AFD-101202-002.pdf 

 
COMBAT SQUADRONS OF THE USAAC/USAAF IN PANAMA DURING WORLD WAR 2 

SQUADRON Date(s) Aircraft  

1st BOMBARDMENT 
(Medium) 

November 1940 B-18 Relocated to Trinidad 
for anti-submarine 
patrols 

3rd BOMBARDMENT 
(Heavy) 

February 1940 – 
November 1946 

B-18 1940-42 
LB-30 1942-43 
B-17 1942-43 
B-24 1942-43/44-46 

Inactivated 1 
November 1946 

4th TACTICAL 
RECONNAISSANCE 

August 1946 F-51748 From Puerto Rico 
Non-operational from 
January 1946 

5th BOMBARDMENT 
(Heavy) 

November 1940 B-18 Relocated to St Lucia 

13th FIGHTER January-November 
1942 

P-39 Air defence Canal 
Zone January-
November 1942 

14th FIGHTER January-November 
1942 

P-39 Air defence Canal 
Zone January-
November 1942 

15th FIGHTER January-November 
1942 

P-39 Air defence Canal 
Zone January-
November 1942 

20th TROOP CARRIER 1940-48 
 
See Chapter on air 
units 

C-39 1941-44 
C-47 1941-49 
C-49 1941-44 
C-45 1943-44 
C-46 1945-47 
C-541749 1946-48 

Constituted as 20th 
Transport Squadron 
on 22 November 
1940.  
Activated on 15 
December 1940.  
Redesignated – 
20th Troop Carrier 
Squadron 5 July 1942; 
20th Troop Carrier 
Squadron (Special) 13 
November 1943;  
20th Troop Carrier 
Squadron 12 April 
1944;  
20th Troop Carrier 
Squadron (Heavy) 17 
June 1948;  

 
1748  The F-5 was a photo-reconnaissance variant of the P-38 Lighting twin-engine fighter. 
1749  A 4-engine transport aircraft, the military version of the DC.4, which followed the DC.3 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Dec/02/2001329899/-1/-1/0/AFD-101202-002.pdf
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20th Troop Carrier 
Squadron (Medium) 4 
October 1948.  
Inactivated on 20 
October 1949. 

24th FIGHTER 1922-46 
 
See Chapter on air 
units 

P-12 1930-39 
P-26A 1938-39 
P-36A 1936-42 
P-39 1942-43 
P-70 1942-43 
P-40 1943-44 
P-38 1945-46 

Air defence Canal 
Zone January-
November 1942 

25th BOMBARDMENT 1922-43 B-3 1933-36 
B-6 1936-37 
B-10 1937-39 
B-18 1938-42 
B-24 1942-43 
LB-30 1942-43 
B-26 19431750 
B-17 1943-44 

Organised on 1 
October 1921.  
Redesignated –  
25th Bombardment 
Squadron on 25 
January 1923;  
25th Bombardment 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 6 December 1939;  
25th Bombardment 
Squadron (Heavy) on 
20 November 1940; 
A B-29 unit from 1943 

28th FIGHTER 1940-46 P-26A 1940-41 
P-40 1941-42 
P-39 1942-45 
P-38 1945 

Air defence Canal 
Zone. 
Constituted as 28th 
Pursuit Squadron 
(Interceptor) on 22 
December 1939. 
Activated on 1 
February 1940. 
Redesignated 28th 
Fighter Squadron on 
15 May 1942. 
Inactivated on 15 
October 1946. 

29th BOMBARDMENT 1941-46 B-18 1941-42 
A-17 1942-43 
B-24 1943-46 

Constituted as 29th 
Bombardment 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 22 November 
1940.   
Activated on 1 April 
1941.  

 
1750  Unclear if used in Panama. 
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Redesignated as 29th 
Bombardment 
Squadron (Heavy) on 
7 May 1942. 
Inactivated 1 
November 1946. 

29th FIGHTER 1933-44 P-12 1933-39 
P-26 1933-39 
P-36 1939-41 
P-40 1941-44 
P-39 1942-44.  
A-36 1944  
P-631751 1944 
A-241752 1944-45 
P-38 1944-45 

Air defence for the 
Panama Canal, 1933-
1944. 

30th FIGHTER 1940-46 P-26A 1940-41 
P-40 1940-45 
P-39 1944-45 
P-38 1945-46 

Air defence for the 
Panama Canal; then a 
replacement and 
operational training 
unit, February 1943-
June 1944. 
Constituted as 30th 
Pursuit Squadron 
(Interceptor) on 22 
December 1939.  
Activated on 1 
February 1940.  
Redesignated as 30th 
Fighter Squadron on 
15 May 1942. 
Inactivated on 15 
October 1946 

31st FIGHTER 1940-44 P-26A 1940-42 
P-40 194144 
P-39 1942-44 
A-251753 1944 
P-38 1944 

Air defence Panama 
Canal 1940-44. 
Constituted as 31st 
Pursuit Squadron 
(Interceptor) on 22 
December 1939.  
Activated on 1 
February 1940.  
Redesignated as 31st 
Fighter Squadron on 

 
1751  Unclear if the P-63 Kingcobra was in Panama. 
1752  The A-24 Banshee was the USAAF version of the Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bomber used by the US 
Navy. 
1753  USAAF version (as A-25 Shrike) of the Navy’s SB2C Helldiver dive-bomber – see illustration in Chapter on 
aircraft types. 
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15 May 1942. 
Inactivated on 25 
May 1944.  

41st PHOTOGRAPHIC 
RECONNAISSANCE 
 
(see column 4 for the 
designations when in 
Panama) 

1942-44 O-47 1938-44 
L-4 1942-44 
B-18 1942-44 
P-39 1942-44 
O-49 1941-43 
CG-41754 1943 
 

Air defence for 
Panama Canal, Jan 
1942-May 1944, with 
occasional anti-
submarine patrols 
over Caribbean and 
Pacific, especially 
during May and June 
1942. 
Designated – 
1st Observation 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 13 January 1942; 
1st Observation 
Squadron on 4 July 
1942;  
1st Reconnaissance 
Squadron (Special) on 
25 June 1943;  
41st Photographic 
Reconnaissance 
Squadron on 25 
November 1944 

43rd FIGHTER 1940-46 P-36 1940-41 
P-40 1941-42, and 
1943-45 
P-39 1942-44 
P-38 1945-46 

Air defence for Cana 
Zone 1940-46 
Activated on 1 
February 1940.  
Redesignated as 43rd 
Fighter Squadron on 
15 May 1942. 
Inactivated on 15 
October 1946 

45th BOMBARDMENT 1941-43 B-18 1941-42 
LB-30 1942-43 
B-24 1943 
B-17 1943-44 

Anti-submarine 
patrols, December 
1941-May 1943 

51st FIGHTER 1941-46 P-26 1941 
P-36 1941-42 
P-40 1942-44 
P-39 1943-45 
P-38 1944-46 

Air defence for the 
Panama Canal during 
World War 2.  
Not operational circa 
May-15 October 
1946. 

 
1754  The Waco CG-4 Hadrian was the most widely-used cargo glider used by USAAF in World War 2.  See the 
Chapter on ground forces for details of experiments in air landing in jungle environments. 
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Constituted as 51st 
Pursuit Squadron 
(Fighter) on 22 
November 1940.  
Activated on 1 
January 1941. 
Redesignated as 51st 
Fighter Squadron on 
15 May 1942. 
Inactivated on 15 
October 1946. 

52nd FIGHTER 1941-44 P-26 1941 
P-36 1941-42 
P-40 1942-44  
P-39 1943-44 

Air defence Canal 
Zone.  
Constituted as the 
52nd Pursuit Squadron 
(Fighter) on 22 
November 1940.  
Activated on 1 
January 1941.  
Redesignated as 52nd  
Fighter Squadron on 
15 May 1942. 
Disbanded on 25 May 
1944 

53rd FIGHTER 1941-43 P-26 1941 
P-36 1941-42 
P-40 1942-43 

Air defence for the 
Panama Canal until 
June 1943. 
Constituted 53rd 
Pursuit Squadron 
(Fighter) on 22 
November 1940.  
Activated on 1 
January 1941.  
Redesignated 53rd 
Fighter Squadron on 
15 May 1942 

59th BOMBARDMENT 1941-42 A-20 1941-43 
B-18 1943-44 

Anti-submarine 
patrols in the 
Caribbean during 
World War 2. 
Constituted as 59th 
Bombardment 
Squadron (Light) on 
22 November 1940. 
Activated 1 January 
1941. 

74th BOMBARDMENT 1933-46 A-17 1937-40 Reconstituted and 
consolidated in 1936 
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Y10A-81755 1937-40 
OA-91756 1937-40 
B-18 1939-42 
B-17 1942-43 
B-24 1942-46 

with 74th Attack 
Squadron. 
Activated on 1 
October 1933.  
Redesignated –  
74th Attack Squadron 
on 1 September 1937;  
74th Bombardment 
Squadron on 1 
November 1939;  
74th Bombardment 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 6 December 1939;  
74th Bombardment 
Squadron (Heavy) on 
20 November 1940. 

99th BOMBARDMENT 1940 B-18 Was at Rio Hato 13 
November 1940. 
Had become the 99th 
Bombardment 
Squadron on 1 March 
1935;  
99th Bombardment 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 6 December 1939;  
99th Bombardment 
Squadron (Heavy) on 
20 November 1940. 

101st   
BOMBARDMENT 
PHOTOGRAPHIC 
(as the 39th 
Observation Sqn) 

1940-42 A-17 1940 
O-47 1940-44 
O-49 1941-44 
L-4 1942-44 

Used in air defence in 
Caribbean area, 1940-
44. 
Redesignated 39th 
Observation 
Squadron on 1 March 
1935 
Had been activated 1 
February 1940 

108th 
RECONNAISSANCE 

1942-43 O-47 1939-43 
L-4 1942-43 
B-18 1943 
P-39 1943 

Air defence for 
Panama Canal, 
January 1942-
November 1943. 

 
1755  5 Model S.43 11-seat amphibians were procured by the USAAC as the Y1OA-8, and then became OA-8 in 
1937 after completion of testing.  They were slightly modified versions of the commercial S.43, and were 
used by Military Transport Service, the seats being capable of being removed to carry freight. 
1756  This was the USAAC version of the G.21 Goose amphibian 6-seater, with 26 being acquired in 1938 for 
liaison and observation duties. 
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 Redesignated – 
108th Observation 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 13 January 1942;  
108th Observation 
Squadron on 4 July 
1942;  
108th Reconnaissance 
Squadron (Special) on 
25 June 1943. 
Inactivated on 1 
November 1943. 

395th 
BOMBARDMENT 

1942-43 
 
 

B-18 1942-43 
A-17 1942-43 
B-24 1942-43 
LB-30 1942-43 
 

Used in anti-
submarine 
operations. 
5th Reconnaissance 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 22 November 
1940.  
Activated on 1 April 
1941.  
Redesignated – 
395th Bombardment 
Squadron (Medium) 
on 22 April 1942; 
395th Bombardment 
Squadron (Heavy) on 
7 May 1942;  
395th Bombardment 
Squadron (Very 
Heavy) on 20 
November 1943.  
Disbanded on 20 
October 1944. 

397th 
BOMBARDMENT 

1917-46 
 
 

B-10 1936-39 
B-18 1938-42 
B-17 1941-42 
LB-30 1942-44 
A-17 1943 
RB-171757 1943 
B-24 1943-46 

Anti-submarine 
patrols in Pacific and 
Caribbean after 7 
December 1941.  
Trained replacement 
crews 1944-1945. 

 

 

 
1757  This designation, with the “R” prefix, identifies an obsolescent version of the B-17 Flying Fortress.  The 
“R” stood for “Restricted”. 
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Chapter 52 

AIRCRAFT TYPES 

 

NORTHROP A-17  

The A-17 and A-17A series of 2-seat single-engine attack bombers were the backbone of 

the USAAC attack aircraft strength during the late 1930s.   

 

It was derived from the Gamma transport aircraft of the early 1930s, and the first version 

was delivered for testing to the USAAC (as the Gamma 2F) in 1934.  It entered service in 

1936, but in 1938 the USAAC decided that all future attack aircraft should have twin 

engines.  The last examples in the USAAF were retired in 1944. 

 A-17A on Galapagos Islands 

It was well-armed, had a good performance, was reliable and dependable, and was widely 

exported.  Although a fairly advanced design when it first appeared, the A-17 was rapidly 

eclipsed by advancing technology and soon became obsolescent. Even before the US entry 

into the war, the A-17 had been taken out of frontline service with the USAAC and largely 

relegated to training roles, but some remained in use in Panama1758. 

 

 
1758  Ordered by the RAF, and in service with RCAF as a trainer and target-tug, it was called Nomad. 
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The A-17 and the following A-17A differed in that the latter had a more powerful engine 

and a fully-retractable undercarriage.  The A-17A had 4 x forward-firing 0.3-inch machine 

guns, plus another in the rear cockpit. 

 

Northrop A-17 in pre-war USAAC 
markings over Rio Hato Gunnery 
Camp1759 

 

In the Canal Zone, in 1939, 

the 19th Wing had 14 of the 

A-17, with a handful in use 

by other, pursuit (fighter) 

units.  As late as 1944, at 

least 1 RA-17 (the “R” 

denoting an obsolete type or “Restricted”) was in use as a “hack” by the 24th Fighter 

Squadron. 

 

Following the entry of the US into the war it was also used for anti-submarine patrols of 

the Pacific coast.  

 

CURTISS A-18 SHRIKE 

This was a rare type, only 13 having been built for the USAAC in 1936-37.  It was 

developed from the prototype A-14, and was a twin-engine attack bomber, ordered in 

1936 but with only the 13 service-test examples produced. 

 

It did prove the worth of twin-engine attack bombers, paving the way for the A-20 

(below), and was retired from frontline use in 1940, being used as an operational trainer – 

although 2 were reported as having been used for anti-submarine patrols in Panama. 

 
1759  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof172.htm  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof172.htm
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Records show that at least 1 A-18 was present with the 108th Observation Squadron, but 

was transferred to the Tow Target Squadron at Howard Field on 28 February 1943.  This 

was said to be the only A-18 to serve operationally. 

 

 

VULTEE YA-19 

The USAAC acquired 7 examples of the successful export V.111760, an attack version of the 

V.1 single-engine, low-wing light transport, for evaluation as YA-19, as Model V-11GB.  It 

had flown in 1935 and the trials included evaluating the type versus twin-engine attack 

types. 

 

At least 1 example was with the 53rd Fighter Squadron when it formed at Albrook Field on 

1 January 1941. 

 

It also had 6 x 0.3-inch (7.62 mm) machine guns and a 1,080 lb (490 kg) bombload.  

Delivered in 1939, it was reportedly sent to Panama as utility types after initial trials and a 

limited period of use in California, or served with attachés serving overseas, but saw no 

combat use. 

 
1760  The V.11 had been exported to such places as Brazil, China (which used them in its war with Japan) and 
Turkey.  It was also sold to the USSR, where it was called the BSh, and the later PS-43 high-speed transport 
version.  A refined V.12 development was adopted by the Chinese Nationalists and was licence-built in China 
by CAMCO and, later, in India by Hindustan Aircraft. 
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DOUGLAS A-20 HAVOC 

A twin-engine light bomber, the P-70 night-fighter version (see below) had also operated 

in small numbers in Panama during the war.  As explained below, the A-20 was a high-

performance twin-engine light bomber which first flew in 1939.  It was designed to meet a 

USAAC requirement for a bomber, but it was ordered by France for its air force before the 

USAAC had decided it would also meet their requirements.  The USSAC was in the process 

of introducing the A-20 into service at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941, but it 

was 1942 before the USAAC A-20 saw action, in North Africa with the USAAF after 

Operation Torch. 

 

Over 6,000 A-20 of all versions were built for the USAAC/USAAF.  It was also supplied to 

Allies, including the RAF1761 and the USSR.  It was essentially a low-to-medium level attack 

bomber.  Most surviving A-20 were disposed of by the USAAF before the end of the war, 

as replacement by the A-26 Invader had begun in 1944.  The few surviving examples were 

to be redesignated as B-20 by new USAF in 1948.  However, some CA-20H transport 

conversions survived to the 1960s. 

 
1761  Which called it the Boston. 
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In 1944, a number of RA-201762 appeared on the list of “excess” aircraft awaiting disposal 

by the Sixth Air Force1763. 

 

CURTISS A-25 SHRIKE 

This was the USAAF version of the US Navy SB2C Helldiver dive-bomber and was ordered 

in 1940 (with 3,000 originally planned)1764, flying in 1942 and being built to 1943 – but by 

the time it was delivered the USAAF had decided it no longer required dive-bombers and it 

was never used in combat, but was instead relegated to second-line roles.  Nevertheless, 

900 were built.  All were designated A-25A and it was reclassified as obsolescent in 1943 

as the RA-25A1765. 

 

In Panama, the 13th Fighter Squadron is reported to have had at least 1 A-25A. 

 

 

 

 
1762  The “R” prefix denoting that they were “Restricted” (obsolete). 
1763  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content p.32 
1764  The early success of the Ju 87 Stuka in Europe had helped convince the USAAC that it needed a similar 
precision weapon. 
1765  The “R” standing for “Restricted”. 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content%20p.32
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content%20p.32
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NORTH AMERICAN AT-6/BC-1 TEXAN 

The classic US and Allied trainer aircraft of World War 2, the Texan (Harvard to British and 

Commonwealth forces).  A huge and long-lived success, over 21,000 of all variants were 

built, including over 10,000 as AT-6.  It was also used by the Navy (as SNJ), RAF and other 

Allied air forces. 

 

It had its origins in the 1935 Model NA.16, which became the fixed-gear basic trainer BT-9.  

The NA.26 development was designated BC-1 in the USAAC “Basic Combat” advanced 

trainer category and won the 1937 competition and had optional armament1766.  When 

the “BC” category was dropped in 1940, the type was then redesignated AT-6 (it would be 

again redesignated by the new USAF in 1948 as the T-6).  Over 2,000 were still on USAAF 

charge at the end of the war, and in the postwar period 2,068 USAF and US Navy 

examples were rebuilt as the T-6G - 97 also saw use in the forward air control (FAC) role 

 
1766  Intended to prepare pilots for operating the new, high-performance monoplanes then entering service. 
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during the Korean War.  It was finally phased out of USAF service in 1958 in favour of the 

T-28.  It was also licence-built in Canada, Sweden and Japan; and a development was built 

as a fighter (the Boomerang) by Commonwealth Aircraft in Australia.   

 

It was present in Panama from before the war, and when activated on 22 December 1939, 

the 37th Pursuit Group included 2 BC-1 Texan in its inventory.  Later in the war, in 1944, 

the 24th Fighter Squadron is shown as having at least 1 AT-6 on hand in March 1944 and 

March 1945.  They were most likely used for proficiency flights, instrument training and 

for general duties. 

 BC-1 Texan 

AT-6F Texan (Harvard to British users) 

of the Sith Air Force USAAC in Panama 

 

 AT-6D in Panama 
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MARTIN B-10 

Although obsolete by the outbreak of World War 2, the all-metal B-10 monoplane bomber 

had been considered a very modern, innovative design in the mid-1930s, with its internal 

bomb-bay, retractable landing gear, enclosed cockpit and rotating gun turrets.  The 121 

ordered by the USAAC in the mid-1930s had been its largest procurement of bomber 

aircraft since the end of World War 1, and it is regarded as the first “modern”, all-metal 

monoplane bomber to be produced in quantity. 

 

When it first flew in 1932, it proved to be 50% faster than contemporary bombers and as 

fast as contemporary biplane fighters. 

A preserved Douglas B-10 Bolo bomber 
of the type used for patrol duties from 
the Canal Zone, the Caribbean Defence 
Command eventually acquired 122 B-
18A for anti-submarine patrol, they 
being upgraded in due course with 
radar and new low-altitude bombsights 

 

 

 

 

 

The 4-man Martin 139 had begun as the private-venture Model 123 in 1932 and, following 

testing, the type was ordered as the modified Model 139, with contracts for 18 in 4 

differing models 1933-38. 

 

The B-10B version was armed with 3 x 0.3-inch machine guns and a 2,260 lb (1,025 kg) 

bombload. 
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B-18 and C-47 at Albrook Field, 25 January 1943 

Operational with USAAC from 1935, it was to be replaced by the B-18 and then the B-17 

from the late 1930s, from 1937 the B-18 began to be deployed and, by the entry of the US 

into World War 2, had been relegated to second line roles, such as target-towing 

(although Some B-10 were present in the Philippines when the Japanese attacked in 

December 1941). 

 

In Panama, it served with the 6th Composite Group in the Canal Zone.  In early 1939, the 

19th Composite Wing still had 28 B-10B, but by the following June they had been replaced 

by the slightly more modern B-18 (see below). 

Martin B-10, 25th 
Bombardment Squadron, 
Panama Canal Zone 
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Bad landing at 
France Field  
(Photo courtesy of 
George Chevalier) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BOEING B-17 FLYING FORTRESS 

Remembered as “the” US bomber of the war, most famous for the daylight bombing raids 

over Germany.  With its heavy defensive armament, it was dubbed the “Flying Fortress” 

even before the Model 299 prototype flew in 1935. 

 B-17 on Galapagos Islands 

It was begun in 1934 by Boeing, after the USAAC announced a competition for a multi-

engine bomber for an anti-shipping role1767, being financed wholly by company funds.   All 

of its would-be rivals were twin-engine types.  Delivered from 1935, it became operational 

 
1767  With the Canal Zone being one of the main intended bases – together with Alaska and Hawaii. 
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the same year.  Early models were soon obsolescent, as the type improved and its 

armament increased – although the initial production model, the B-17B, was the highest-

flying and fastest bomber in the world when it first flew. 

 

An early-model B-17E Flying 
Fortress over Panama in 19421768 

 

 

 

 

 

Famously, a flight of B-17 was approaching Pearl Harbor on the day of the attack, and 

when spotted on radar the Japanese attack force was mistaken for these aircraft. 

On 7 December 1941, VI Bomber Command in the Canal Zone had just 2 B-17 on its 

strength.  The first example of the type in the Canal Zone, a B-17B (which had first flown in 

1939), had arrived for the 7th Reconnaissance Squadron in June 19411769, followed by 4 

more in November.  After the Pearl Harbor attack, the squadron saw its B-17B deployed 

elsewhere (mostly to Guatemala City Airport) for use in Pacific patrols from January 1942. 

 

Although already obsolescent as a bomber, the mission of the B-17B was to be long-range 

reconnaissance, and the aircraft retained its defensive machine guns. 

 

About 30 B-17 of various models (B-17B, D, E and F) operated with the Caribbean Air 

Command or Antilles Air Command during the war.  In Panama, initially it was examples 

designated RB-17B and RB-17D (the “R” denoting “Restricted” as obsolescent), mostly at 

Rio Hato (with some at Albrook Field).  Later, B-17E/B-17F models were acquired as 

replacements.  The aircraft were also used as ad hoc transports for long-distance flights. 

 
1768  https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/Upcoming/Photos/igphoto/2000571940/  
1769  Some sources say March 1941. 

https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/Upcoming/Photos/igphoto/2000571940/
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It is reported that the F-9 photographic-reconnaissance version of the B-17 was also a 

frequent visit to the region, on aerial survey and mapping missions with the 1st 

Photographic Group, USAAF. 

 

Sixth Air Force B-17E; sent to the Canal Zone in 1942 

 

DOUGLAS B-18 BOLO 

This bomber was developed to a 1934 USAAC requirement for a B-10 replacement1770 (see 

above) and won the contest for a multi-engine, coastal defence bomber1771 – beating the 

Boeing 299 that went on to be produced in huge numbers as the B-17 (see above).  The 

original Model DB.1 was derived from the DC.2 airliner (see below), with similar wings (but 

in a mid-wing, not low-wing, layout) and tail, but a new fuselage with a glazed nose.  It had 

the same engines as the DC.2, and 6 crew, including 3 gunners.  The DB.2 version 

introduced a powered nose turret, and later acquired a taller, DC.3-type tail, and featured 

a more streamlined fuselage.  It also had a revised nose which placed the bombardier's 

station ahead and above the nose gunner position. 

 

The B-18 was ordered into production in 1936, and became operational 1940.  However, it 

was already considered obsolete by 1942, and hence mainly used in support roles during 

 
1770  The DB.1 competed against the Martin 146 and Boeing 299.  The Boeing cost $99,620, whereas the DB.1 
cost only $58,500. 
1771  The strategic bomber was not part of the US military doctrine at the time and the role of the aeroplane 
was primarily limited to ground support for the army and costal defence – both of which being an Army 
responsibility. 
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the war – despite being the most numerous US bomber at the outbreak of war1772.  A total 

of 352 were delivered to the USAAC. 

 

  

A B-18A on an airfield at Aguadulce in Coclé Province Panama 

 B-18A 

 
1772  33 were at Hickam Field at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack. 
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The shortcomings of the B-18 bomber soon became apparent to the USAAC.  In range, 

speed, bombload and particularly in defensive armour and armament, the design fell 

short, and the USAAC admitted that the aircraft was obsolete and totally inappropriate in 

the task of long-distance bombing, for which it had originally been acquired1773. 

There were 122 anti-submarine conversions as the B-18B with a MAD tail1774 and SCR-517 

radar in the nose, with some fitted with “retro” bomb-racks for depth charges1775.  This 

type was used to patrol the Caribbean, sinking 2 U-boats.  It was later replaced in this role 

by the B-24 in 1943.  The B-18 had been chosen because it was available and a patrol 

aircraft was needed immediately to counter the German U-boat threat off the coast of the 

US and in the Caribbean.    

 B-18B with MAD 

There were also a handful of dedicated transport conversions (as C-58), but in Panama the 

B-18 was anyway used as an ad hoc transport on occasion. 

 

By June 1939, the B-10 in Panama had been replaced by 30 of the (slightly more modern) 

B-18 bombers; and on 7 December 1941, the total personnel complement of the VI 

Bomber Command was 1,183 officers and enlisted men, and its assigned aircraft included 

25 B-18 Bolo, together with 2 B-17 Flying Fortress and 1 other aircraft. 

 
1773  https://www.wikiwand.com/es/Douglas_B-18_Bolo  
1774  Magnetic Anomaly Detector – used to detect submarines through distortions in the magnetic field. 
1775  These had a propelling charge to slow the speed of the depth charge through the air, so that they fell 
vertically – because the MAD gear could only detect a U-boat when directly overhead. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/es/Douglas_B-18_Bolo
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On 7 December 1941, at Aquadulce, the 74th Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) was 

equipped with B-18; at France Field, the 3rd Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) and 25th 

Bombardment Squadron (Heavy) had the B-18; and at Howard Field the 7th 

Reconnaissance Squadron (Heavy) had both B-17 heavy bombers and B-18 medium 

bombers. 

  

 

President 
Roosevelt at 
Albrook Field, 
with B-18 
bombers in 
1940 

 

 

France Field was home to the 32nd Pursuit Group, and the 6th Bombardment Group with 2 

bomber squadrons1776 equipped with the largely obsolescent B-18 Bolo twin-engine 

medium bombers (soon supplemented by early model B-17B bombers which, though later 

supplemented by improved B-17E models, were then surrendered, with one unit 

continuing to use various marks of B-18 and a single A-17A single-engine attack bomber). 

 

CONSOLIDATED B-24/LB-30 LIBERATOR 

 
1776  The 3rd and 25th Bombardment Squadrons. 
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Together with the B-17 Flying Fortress (see above), this was the classic wartime US heavy 

bomber, although it proved more versatile, also excelling as a very long-range maritime 

patrol aircraft, and as a transport aircraft.  Though overshadowed during the war by the B-

17, it was built in larger numbers, used in more roles, more widely and for a longer time 

some serving with the US Navy into the 1960s).  More B-24 were built during the war than 

any other US aircraft design. 

 

It had a shoulder-mounted, high-aspect ratio Davis wing1777, with tricycle undercarriage 

and twin fins.  The design had been begun in 1939 after a request from the USAAC in 

19381778; it became operational in 1941 and most (in the bomber role) were withdrawn in 

1945 by the USAAF. 

 

The first mass-produced model was the B-24D1779, and the US Navy (after a 1942 

agreement allowing for the use of land-based bombers by the Navy, overriding a pre-war 

direction by Congress) acquired a share in the production run, designating its examples 

PB4Y1780.  it was licence-built by 3 other companies, and supplied to the RAF, RCAF and 

other allies. 

 
1777  Thicker and with lower drag than most contemporary designs, it allowed high speeds and lift even at 
high angles of attack. Its use ended almost immediately following WW2.  It had already been used 
successfully on the Consolidated Model 31 flying-boat. 
1778  Consolidated had been asked to build the B-17, but developed its own type instead – the Boeing design 
then already being 4 years old.  The new type had improved high-altitude performance and a longer range.  
A mock-up was built within 2 weeks, and a contract was awarded in 1939. 
1779  All but 10 of the nearly 3,000 built were made by Consolidated.  It initially only had dorsal and tail 
turrets (and no nose turret), but with ventral guns and even a ventral ball turret in late production.  It had up 
to 10 crew and a 5,806 kg (12,800 lb) bombload. 
1780  The first PB4Y were delivered in Summer 1942, with a slow build-up, and by 1943 all USAAF B-24 used 
for anti-submarine patrols had been transferred to the Navy and a new Anti-Submarine Command. 
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It appears none of the PB4Y were based in Panama.  However, the USAAF deployed 

version of the B-24, and the LB-30 version.  Its exceptional range proved useful, 

particularly in patrols on the Pacific approaches to the Canal. 

 B-24 based on the Galapagos islands 

The LB-30 was a variant of the B-24 originally ordered by the RAF, but with 75 

requisitioned for retention and use by the USAAC following Pearl Harbor.  It was the first 

fully combat-ready version of the design and was produced to a British specification.  Like 

all B-24 models it had a very long-range capability.  In US use, it had its 0.303-inch 

machine guns replaced by 0.5-inch ones, the British-built dorsal turret was replaced by an 

American one, and the powered tail turret was replaced by a manually-operated twin 

machine gun position. 

 

By 28 February 1943, the Sixth Air Force had no less than 13 LB-301781 and 22 B-24D on 

charge.  They were equipped with British-developed ASV Mk II radar1782 for maritime and 

anti-submarine patrol.  In 1944, it began receiving the more advanced B-24J1783, and at 

 
1781  However, the commander reported that the LB-30 had inadequate armament, unreliable bomb-racks, 
radio and radar that could not operate simultaneously, unreliable communication and electrical systems and 
other problems: B-24 Liberator Units of the Pacific War by Robert F Dorr (Bloomsbury) 2012. 
1782  With antennae below the outer wings and in the dorsal position. 
1783  Developed from the B-24H, this had the nose turret and improved tail turret of that model (though early 
models lacked the latter or the improved waist gun positions).  It was built by Ford, Douglas and North 
American, as well as Consolidated. 
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least 8 B-24L1784, and at the end of the war some B-24M1785 were added.  They belonged 

to the 6th Bombardment Group, consisting of the 3rd, 29th, 74th and 397th Bombardment 

Squadrons 

As an exemplar, the 29th Bombardment Squadron received its first 3 B-24D on 17 April 

1943 and used them on maritime patrols reaching Peru and Ecuador.  It moved to Howard 

Field on 10 April 1944 and re-equipped with B-24J and B-24L 

 

It is thought that there were no encounters with any Japanese vessels on the Pacific side 

of Panama.1786 

 

The 7th Radar Calibration detachment also operated 2 B-24D1787. 

 

6th Bomber Group aircraft in Panama in 1943 

 

 
1784  A variant of the B-24J with a new tail gun position designed to reduce weight.  The majority were built 
by Ford. 
1785  Another variant of the B-24J, and the last production model from 1943.  New lightweight tail turret.  
Built by Consolidated and by Ford. 
1786  B-24 Liberator Units of the Pacific War by Robert F Dorr (Bloomsbury) 2012 
1787  Ibid. 
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1788 

 

 

 

B-24D Liberators of 
USAAF over Rio Hato 
in 1944 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1788  https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf
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DOUGLAS C-33/DC.2 

The DC.2 airliner was a success commercially1789, and also the forerunner of the legendary 

DC.3/C-47 (see below).  A 16-passenger airliner, it was one of a new generation of airliners 

of the 1930s, and was itself derived from the original DC.1, initially for TWA, being a larger 

and more powerful development, with the first delivered in 1934.  It was evaluated by the 

USAAC as the XC-321790, with 18 production examples then being ordered as C-33. 

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack, as with the DC.3, various models of the DC.2 were 

impressed by the USAAC in 1942. 

Users of the DC.2 included Braniff and Panagra. 

 

When the 20th Transport Squadron became operational in March 1941, its first aircraft 

was a single Douglas C-33, a version of the DC.2 airliner, making daily flights to Albrook 

Field and Rio Hato.   

 

The B-18 bomber (see above) was based on the DC.2. 

 
1789  And copied without a licence in the USSR as the ANT-35.  It was also licence-built in Japan by Nakajima. 
1790  In Spring 1934, a policy review board, dubbed the Baker Board was formed to review USAAC 
organisation, aircraft procurement plans, areas of responsibility (with the Navy), missions, etc.  The board 
was formed, in part, in response to the disastrous use of USAAC aircraft and crews to fly the Air Mail in 1934.  
Several aircraft were lost and it became obvious that the aircraft, equipment and training of commercial 
airlines and pilots was far better than the USAAC.  One of the recommendations of the Baker Board was to 
encourage the USAAC to evaluate commercial cargo/transport aircraft for use in military missions rather 
than procure strictly military types which up to that point were greatly inferior to commercial aircraft.  The 
first example of this involved the XC-32/DC.2. 
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Showing its obvious family resemblance to the DC.3,  
the only surviving flying DC.2, at the Museum of Flight in Seattle 

 

BEECHCRAFT UC-45F EXPEDITOR 

This low-wing light transport had a retractable tail undercarriage and twin fins, and was 

produced by Beechcraft 1937-69 in various models, and was used by all US forces during 

the war and for many years postwar.  It began as the Model 18 commercial light transport 

of 1935, an all-metal 6/8-seater.  It was first ordered by USAAC in 1939.  In 1943, the 
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designation was changed from C-45 to UC-45, to recognise its utility transport role, and 

the RAF name of Expeditor adopted. 

Over 5,000 were produced for US forces during the war, and there were many civil 

impressments in addition. 

 UC-45 at France Field, c.1945 

In 1945, the 24th Fighter Squadron had a UC-45F assigned to the Squadron to serve as a 

conversion trainer to twin-engine equipment. 

 

 

CURTISS C-46 COMMANDO 

Despite being overshadowed by the smaller C-471791 (see below), the C-46 was an 

important tool for the US forces during the war and afterwards.  It saw widespread use 

during World War 2, in the Korean War and for supply to allies postwar. 

 

It was derived from a 1930s airliner intended as 16-berth or 30-seat airliner with a low 

wing and retractable tail undercarriage, and using a “double-bubble” fuselage design that 

allowed the wing spar to pass below the cabin.  The original CW.20T prototype flew in 

1940 with twin fins, but production C-46 had a single fin.  It also had a spacious fuselage 

 
1791  The C-46 was around a third larger. 
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for up to 40 troops, 33 litters or 15,000 lb (6,804 kg) of cargo.  Production examples lacked 

the cabin windows of the prototype.  It was first ordered by the USAAC in 1940, and 

delivered from 1942 9albeing used by the US Navy as its R5C).  The C-46A featured large 

cargo doors, folding seats and an hydraulic cargo winch. 

 

In January 1944, the 20th Transport Squadron was redesignated as the 20th Troop Carrier 

Squadron (Special), and 1944 also saw some increased standardisation of types used, with 

the C-47A and some of the larger C-46A transports being received. 

 

Postwar, war surplus C-46 were a common site in Latin America (see the photo below for 

an example at Tocumen International Airport in 19711792)1793.  A number were also 

acquired via Panama in the late 1940s for supply to Israel, serving with its air force and El 

Al1794.  It also continued to serve in diminishing numbers with US forces (and by CIA front, 

Air America, so that in 1967, a USAF C-46A (built in 1944) crashed after take-off from 

Howard Air Force Base, killing all 9 crew aboard.1795 

 C-46A of Inair Panama in 1971 

 

 
1792  See many more examples at https://ruudleeuw.com/others-ron_mak-p4.htm  
1793  Panama’s first international cargo airline, AVISPA, used a leased Colombian C-46 when it was created in 
1951: https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia  
1794  https://www.israelairlinemuseum.org/el-al-fleet/el-al-fleet-historic/el-al-fleet-historic-curtiss-c-46-
aircraft/  
1795  https://www.baaa-acro.com/crash/crash-curtiss-c-46d-10-cu-commando-howard-afb-9-killed  

https://ruudleeuw.com/others-ron_mak-p4.htm
https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia
https://www.israelairlinemuseum.org/el-al-fleet/el-al-fleet-historic/el-al-fleet-historic-curtiss-c-46-aircraft/
https://www.israelairlinemuseum.org/el-al-fleet/el-al-fleet-historic/el-al-fleet-historic-curtiss-c-46-aircraft/
https://www.baaa-acro.com/crash/crash-curtiss-c-46d-10-cu-commando-howard-afb-9-killed
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DOUGLAS C-47/DC.3 SKYTRAIN 

First flying in 1935, the DC.3 was a larger development of the preceding DC.2 airliner (see 

C-33 above) and over 10,000 were built in the US (with others produced in the USSR and 

Japan).   

 

A long-lived design (examples were still flying in Colombia in 20211796, and with new 

engines with the South African Air Force), it saw the first USAAC order in 1940, but with 

none delivered before the Pearl Harbor attack1797.  After the attack, like other airliners and 

smaller aircraft, many were impressed for use by the USAAC and US Navy (the Navy 

designated it R4D).  It was widely supplied to allies, and the RAF used the Dakota name for 

it. 

 

Use in Panama included, of course, by the locally-based 20th Transport Squadron.  By later 

in 1944 it had largely standardised on the C-47 and the larger Curtiss C-46 (see above).  It 

first Skytrains had, in fact, been impressed ex-airline DC.3, designated C-49 by the 

USAAC1798.  These C-49 were on hand in time for the date of the Pearl Harbor attack. 

 

 
1796  The Colombian AF had 6 AC-47T in 2021, these being stretched turboprop-powered mods based on the 
Basler BT-67 conversion, the first being completed in 1993 and 9 being built. 
1797  Although the USAAC had received its first of the design as the C-41 in 1939, this being a version of the 
Douglas Sleeper Transport (DST) variant. 
1798  The C-49 designation covered 51 impressed DC.3 airliners, plus 87 taken direct from DC.3 production 
line. 
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C-47A of 20th Transport Squadron in 1943 at Howard Field 

As well as normal passenger or cargo transport, it was also used for parachute troops, and 

as a glider-tug, among other things.   

 

The DC.3 airliner version was also used by the airlines Pan American (which received its 

first in 1937) and Braniff. 

 

A Panagra DC.3 
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USS Philippine Sea (CV-47) passes through the Canal, 8 – 10 January 1947, with R4D-5 Skytrains on the flight 

deck during Operation High Jump1799 

 

 

 

 
1799  This saw 6 ski-equipped, US Navy R4D flown from the deck of the aircraft carrier.  Since the R4D 
wingspan was wider than the usable flight-deck, the R4D began the take-off roll forward of the carrier’s 
island, and used jet-assisted take-off (JATO) bottles beneath the wing centre-section.  They flew 660 miles to 
the Naval base at Antarctica.  Since they could not return to the carrier’s deck, when the expedition was 
over, they were dumped at sea on 21 February 1947. 
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Braniff Airways DC.3-314A B-Liner at Dallas-Love Field c.1946 
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A DC.3 (actually a former USAAC C-47) of COPA in 1947 

 

FAIRCHILD UC-61 FORWARDER 

This version of the Model 24 4-seat civilian utility aircraft was mainly used by USAAF as a 

staff and utility transport, more than 1,000 being delivered to it.  It had a high, braced 

wing with fixed tail undercarriage, steel-tube fuselage, fabric-covered and with wooden 

wings.  It was produced for the USAAC/USAAF from 19411800, with many civil examples 

also being impressed, and the many models used a variety of powerplants.  It was built by 

Kreider-Reisner Aircraft, a division of Fairchild Aviation Corporation, and remained in 

production from 1932 to 1948, essentially as the same airframe but with various 

powerplant and configuration enhancements.  Postwar Temco produced another 280 for 

the civil market. 

 
1800  And supplied to the RAF, which called it the Argus. 
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In 1943, the 20th Transport Squadron received its first UC-61. 

 

CESSNA UC-78 BOBCAT 

This was Cessna’s first twin-engine design, having a low wing and a retractable tail 

undercarriage.  It had been first offered on the civil market in 1939.   Mainly of wooden 

construction and nicknamed “Bamboo Bomber”, it actually had a steel-tube fuselage.  It 

was chosen in 19401801 for evaluation by USAAC as an advanced  transition trainer1802, 

becoming the AT-8 and AT-17.  In 1942, the USAAF decided the type would also be a 

useful light transport, ordering it as the C-78, with a number of civilian T.50 also being 

impressed for the same purpose.  In the end, the USAAF received over 1,300 UC-78, plus 

17 impressed T.50, and over 2,000 AT-17 orders were delivered instead as UC-78 

transports. 

 

All were declared surplus in 1945, and only a few remained in service with the new USAF 

in 1947-48, with survivors declared obsoelete in 1949. 

 

 
1801  Cessna’s first military contract. 
1802  Also being adopted by RCAF for the same role as the Crane. 
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In Panama, it is known that the 24th Fighter Squadron had at least 1 UC-78, being on 

squadron strength by March 1945, and the photo below shows at least 1 with 30th Fighter 

Squadron fighters in 1943.  The 53rd Fighter Group based at Chame Airfield is also 

reported to have one or more UC-78, with one being recorded as being written off there 

following an accident on 6 August 19441803. 

 

30th Fighter Squadron 
P-40 at Aguadulce 
Army Airfield, 1943. 
Note the single 
Cessna UC-78 twin- 
engine light transport 
on the flight line 

 

 

 

 

JUNKERS C-79 (Ju.52/3m) 

A single example of this 3-engine monoplane transport was impressed by the USAAC, 

belonging to the airline, Sindicato Condor.  It was in Panama in 1942 and, like many other 

civilian types in the US, it was impressed by the USAAC, which designated it as the C-79.  

However, by December 1943, the urgent need for transport aircraft, and particularly for a 

unique type like the C-79, had passed and the aircraft was disposed of in a transfer to the 

US Public Roads Administration in Costa Rica in 1943 (or 1944). 

 

Some steps were taken to replace some of the original equipment of the C-79 with US 

parts, this including replacement of the original BMW engines with US-built Pratt & 

Whitney R1690 Hornets, as used on the Douglas DC.2 airliner. 

 

The C-79 had begun life as the German-registered of Deutsche Lufthansa, before being 

transferred in 1937 to Lufthansa Südamerika for use on an Andes route and christened 

 
1803  https://aviation-safety.net/wikibase/99858  

https://aviation-safety.net/wikibase/99858
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“Aconcagua”.  On 11 September 1939, it was transferred to the Brazilian airline, Sindicato 

Condor, and then to Lufthansa Sucursal Peru on 29 November 1940.  Sindicato Condor 

subsequently leased it to Sociedad Ecuatoriana de Transportes Aeroes (SEDTA) on 25 April 

1941.  It was confiscated by the Peruvian Government on 5 September 1941, and then 

acquired by the USAAC in Panama on 13 May 1942. 

 

The Ju 52 began as a single-engine, low-wing monoplane, flying for the first time in 1930.  

It featured a fixed tail undercarriage and the corrugated skin common to Junkers all-metal 

types.  A version with 3 engines flew in 1932, and this was developed into the main model, 

as a 17-seat airliner.  It was also used as a military and paratroop transport during the war, 

and as bomber – the Colombian Air Force used 3 Ju 52/3m as floatplane-bombers in the 

Colombia-Peru war of 1932-33, and it was also used as a bomber by the Luftwaffe in the 

Spanish Civil War.  

 

 

HAMILTON UC-89/H.47 METALPLANE 

Some of the early equipment of the 20th Transport Squadron in 1941-42 included an 

oddball assortment of aircraft, with single examples of obsolete and/or former civilian 

types.  These included a single Hamilton H.47 Metalplane, which the USAAF designated 

UC-89 (being C-89 originally, then UC-89 in 1943)1804, an 8-seat single-engine monoplane 

 
1804  In USAAC parlance, “C” stood for Cargo or Cargo carrying, and denoted a transport aircraft, whilst the 
“U” prefix denoted a “Utility” type – usually a smaller aircraft, and not a full-size airliner. 
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that had belonged to a Panamanian company, Transportes Aereos Gelebert1805.  

Impressed from its civilian owner in December 1942, it was found to be unsuitable for 

military use and struck off charge in August 1943 – the fate of all of the original 

assortment of non-standard types. 

 

As with the Junkers Ju 52/3m (see C-79 above), this was the only H.47 taken over by the 

USAAC. 

 

The H.47 was a version of the earlier H.45, both of which first flew in 19281806, with a 

slightly longer wingspan and a more powerful engine.  It had a high wing and fixed tail 

undercarriage; and featured a corrugated aluminium skin and patented Junkers metal 

construction. 

  

A restored H.471807 (left) and a H.47 as a floatplane with Isthmian Airways in 1930 (right) 

 

LUSCOMBE UC-90 SILVAIRE 

Another of the odds and ends of types impressed for use in 1942 by the 20th Transport 

Squadron, 2 examples of this high-wing light cabin monoplane were taken on charge with 

 
1805  During 1930, Isthmian Airways had used it as a floatplane in its service linking the Atlantic to the Pacific 
between Cristóbal, Colón and Balboa, describing the 30-minute flight to be the "fastest transcontinental 
service in North America".  Founded by a Ralph Ernest Sexton, the first flight (from Balboa to Colón) took 
place on 5 May 1929.  The fare was $10, or $14 return (the fare dropped to $3 in 1932-33 during the Great 
Depression).  The company also provided tourist flights to Taboga and Las Perlas.  The Canal Zone 
Government cancelled the airlines contract in 1936 and Sexton sued: https://www.tvn-
2.com/variedad/Aerolinea-Isthmian-Airways-Panama-ayer_0_5012498722.html  
1806  The Hamilton Metalplane Company merged with Boeing in 1926. 
1807  http://www.hamiltonmetalplane.com/  

https://www.tvn-2.com/variedad/Aerolinea-Isthmian-Airways-Panama-ayer_0_5012498722.html
https://www.tvn-2.com/variedad/Aerolinea-Isthmian-Airways-Panama-ayer_0_5012498722.html
http://www.hamiltonmetalplane.com/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwir_orVlKfdAhWG16QKHQ56ACsQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hamilton_H-47&psig=AOvVaw2P2dj9B8tOzu4YrLsUAGow&ust=1536350207240781
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the USAAF designation UC-90 (originally C-90, becoming UC-90 in 1943)1808. Like the UC-89 

and UC-92, these were the only examples of the type impressed by the USAAF.  There 

were in fact 2 different sub-types involved – the UC-90 being a Model 8A Silvaire Master 

2-seater, and the UC-90A a Model 8B, also a 2-seater, but designed as a primary trainer.  

Unlike the UC-89 and UC-92, both UC-90 were to survive the war in USAAF service, only 

then being struck off charge and sold onto the civil market in 19451809. 

 

Light aircraft such as these were used as “hacks”, for liaison work including as courier and 

communications aircraft operating between the various airfields in Panama and the Canal 

Zone.  They would also be used to maintain basic pilot proficiency1810. 

 

First flying in 1937, about 6,000 of this popular design were built by various manufacturers 

1938-42, 557 having been delivered by the time the US entered the war, and continuing in 

production postwar to the 1960s.  It had a semi-monocoque fuselage, fabric-covered with 

metal-framed wings, and a fixed tail undercarriage.1811 

 

The UC-90 was being operated in Panama by Captain Marcos A Gelebert of the 

Transportes Aereos Gelebert SA (owners of the UC-79 above).  It was impressed on 14 

August 1942 and also was held at the Panama Air Depot.  Its last recorded USAAF use is 

recorded as being with the Headquarters Squadron, Sixth Air Force at Albrook Field.  It 

was transferred to the Foreign Liquidation Commission for disposal on 26 December 1945. 

Sold to a Panamanian company, it was damaged beyond repair on 18 October 1947 

(probably at Patilla Point Airport).  Note that this aircraft carried the nickname “Junior” on 

its nose.1812 

 
1808  “U” for cargo-carrying (i.e. a transport) and “U” for utility. 
1809  http://cfiamerica.com/Military_Luscombe_UC-90A_and_UC-90.html  
1810  Ibid. 
1811  Ibid. 
1812  Ibid. 

http://cfiamerica.com/Military_Luscombe_UC-90A_and_UC-90.html
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 Unknown airman alongside the UC-90 in 1945 

The UC-90A was impressed on 14 August 1942 from its civilian owners and held at the 

Panama Air Depot.  On 4 December, it crashed during an emergency forced landing, with 

no injuries reported and the aircraft being repaired.  Its last use in USAAF service is 

recorded as being with the 350th Base Headquarters and Air Base Squadron at Rio Hato.  

On 8 october 1945, it was transferred to the Foreign Liquidation Commission for disposal, 

being initially sold to a private owner in Panama1813. 

 

 

STINSON UC-91/SM.6000A MODEL T 

A trimotor monoplane transport like the Ju 52/3m (see C-79 above), like that aircraft the 

UC-911814 was to be the only example of its type to serve with the USAAF in the war.  Also 

like the C-79, it was one of a group of impressed types acquired for use by the 20th 

Transport Squadron, but disposed of when more suitable aircraft became available.  It was 

also acquired from the Panamanian company Transportes Aereos Gelebert, as was the 

impressed C-79. 

 

The SM.6000 was a high-wing, 3-engine monoplane with fixed tail undercarriage and had 

first flown in 1930 – one of a group, including the Ford Trimotor, that immediately 

 
1813  It eventually ended up in Costa Rica, where it reportedly crashed in 1962 (although it is said not to have 
been recorded on the country’s aircraft register for 1957 or 1958). 
1814 “U” for cargo-carrying (i.e. a transport) and “U” for utility. 
 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://images-na.ssl-images-amazon.com/images/I/41DjO%2BSXE1L._SX425_.jpg&imgrefurl=https://www.amazon.com/Home-Comforts-LAMINATED-Luscombe-42-79550/dp/B01K76UCEA&docid=XId7r98SkVBoaM&tbnid=bypXvjuI12_VcM:&vet=10ahUKEwilnoCnx6ndAhVQr6QKHcOkCx8QMwg4KAIwAg..i&w=425&h=132&itg=1&bih=770&biw=821&q=luscombe%20uc-90&ved=0ahUKEwilnoCnx6ndAhVQr6QKHcOkCx8QMwg4KAIwAg&iact=mrc&uact=8
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preceded the more modern airliners (like the Boeing 247, DC.2 and DC.3) that were to 

appear during the 1930s. 

 

It had a steel-tube fuselage, with wooden wings and tail surfaces.  53 were built 1930-32.   

It could carry 9 passengers or 2,930 lb (1,329 kg) of cargo. 

 SM.6000 said to be very similar to the impressed UC-91 

Few details are said to be available on the use and the disposition of the UC-91, though 

one source suggests that it operated from Albrook Field. 

 

 

 

AKRON-FUNK UC-92/B.75L 

Like the UC-89 (see above), this was another of the assortment of types the 20th Transport 

Squadron had on its strength in 1941-42.  Also like the UC-89, this was the only example of 

this aircraft type impressed by the USAAF during the war.  Given the designation UC-92 
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(the C-92 originally, becoming UC-92 in 1943)1815, it was impressed in 1942, but soon 

disposed of in 1943. 

 

A 2-seat, high-wing light cabin monoplane with a fixed tail undercarriage, it resembled the 

more famous Piper Cub.  It was derived from the original Funk Model B of 1934, and the 

Akron company was established in 1939 to produce it as the B.75L – production 

continuing until the US entered the war, and resuming in 1946-48 with it called the Bee, 

with a total of over 300 being built1816. 

 A restored B.75L 

 

BOEING XC-105 

Designed to a 1933 USAAC requirement for a very long-range bomber as the XBLR-11817, 

the Model 294 first flew in 1937 as the prototype XB-15 bomber, and was then the largest 

aircraft ever built in the US.  However, it proved to be seriously underpowered (the 

intended engines not being available) and remained only a one-off experimental 

prototype.  The following, successful B-17 was much smaller. 

 

In August 1938, after completion of tests the XB-15 was given to the 2nd Bombardment 

Group.  It was used in providing humanitarian relief after an earthquake in Chile in 1939, 

and in April 1939 undertook bombing tests in the Canal Zone.  It was also used for secret 

 
1815  “U” for cargo-carrying (i.e. a transport) and “U” for utility. 
1816  http://www.funkflyers.com/history  
1817  USAAC designation “Experimental, Bomber, Long Range”. 

http://www.funkflyers.com/history
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tests in Panama in 1940, practising bombing attacks on the Canal locks, and operating 

from Albrook Field1818.   

 

XC-105 “Grandpappy” at Bolling Field, Washington DC in 1940 

The aircraft was used as an ad hoc transport, having been converted and redesignated as 

the XC-105 on 6 May 1943, fitted with a pair of cargo doors and an internal hoist system.  

It had a crew of 6 (reduced from the 10 of the XB-15) It served in this transport role to 18 

December 1944. 

 

During its use by Sixth Air Force, it carried 5,300 passengers, 100,000 lb (45.359 kg) of 

freight and 50,000 lb (22,679 kg) of mail. 

 
1818  The aircrew included a Captain Curtiss LeMay as navigator, this being the future chief of the US bomber 
force against Japan and the latter commander of the postwar Strategic Air Command. 
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 The XC-105 in Panama in 1943 

In June 1945, the XC-105 was stripped, abandoned and eventually buried at Albrook Field. 

 

The B-15 arrives in Panama 
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VULTEE BT-13 VALIANT 

The Valiant family outnumbered all other basic trainer (“BT”) types during World War 2 

and was a docile, low-wing, fixed-gear type with tandem seats and a glasshouse hood.  It 

was originally developed as the private-venture Model V.54 advanced trainer (which had 

retractable undercarriage and a P+W R1340 Wasp), tested as the BC-31819 in 1938, and 300 

production were ordered in 1940 – in what was then the largest trainer order ever placed 

by USAAC1820.  Production ended in 1944, as the USAAF began to wind down new pilot 

training.  The USAAC/USAAF received nearly 8,000 BT-13. 

 

By March 1944, a single Vultee BT-13A Valiant basic trainer had also been added to the 

strength of the 24th Fighter Squadron, to augment the instrument training programme.  

One was still on the books in March 1945. 

 

 

WACO CG-4 HADRIAN 

The 1st Observation Squadron (redesignated the 1st Reconnaissance Squadron in July 

1943) is reported to have on its strength an unknown number of CG-4 cargo gliders in 

1943.  As explained in the Chapter on ground forces, an Army major had been undertaking 

experimental jungle landings of troop-carrying gliders in Panama using the CG-4A in 1943-

 
1819  The “BC” denoting “Basic Combat”, for advanced training. 
1820  It was also used by the Navy as its SNV. 
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44, and was to attract the attention of officers seeking to establish a new Air Commando 

organisation, inspired by the Wingate Chindit operations in Burma1821. 

 

Calzada Larga in the province of Panama was used 1942-44, including for the training of 

glider transport pilots. 

 

This was the most widely-used troop-carrying and cargo glider of the war, used by both 

the US and British forces (the latter naming it the Hadrian), with more than 13,000 built.  

It was built of wood and metal and was fabric-covered, had 2 crew and could carry 13 

troops, or a Jeep, light artillery or other equipment.  It was usually towed by a C-47 Dakota 

transport aircraft (it was prominently featured in the film “A Bridge Too Far” about the 

Arnhem operation). 

 

 

PIPER L-4 GRASSHOPPER/CUB 

The L-4 (originally designated O-59 by the USAAC) was the military versions of the highly 

successful 2-seat Piper J3 Cub high-wing light cabin monoplane1822.  Like all such lightplane 

observation types during the war, it was called a Grasshopper. 

 

 
1821  The Long Range Penetration Groups of the British and Indian Armies undertook operations behind 
enemy lines in Burma 1943-44, depending on air supply and air evacuation of sick and wounded.  They had 
been the idea of Brigadier Orde Wingate, who died in an air crash in 1944. 
1822  The Cub was originally developed for the civilian market by Taylor Bros, with Piper buying out the 
remaining Taylor shares in 1935, when the company was renamed Piper.  The J.3 model was introduced in 
1937 as a tandem 2-seater. 
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Ordered for evaluation in 1941, it was one of several types that marked a move by the US 

Army to the use of smaller, lighter types for the observation role.  Between 1941 and 

1945, the USAAC/USAAF procured almost 6,000 Pipers.  Grasshoppers performed a wide 

variety of functions throughout the world such as artillery fire direction, pilot training, 

glider pilot instruction, courier service and front-line liaison.  In addition, to production for 

the Army, over 100 civilian examples were impressed by the USAAC/USAAF. 

 

On 8 March 1944, the 24th Fighter Squadron was reported to have an unknown number of 

(possibly just one) Piper L-4 on its strength, together with a handful of other assorted 

types, in addition to its fighter complement.   There were likely a sizeable number of L-4 

and similar types in Panama during the war. 

 L-4 on Galapagos islands 

NORTH AMERICAN O-47A 

This was a pre-war, mid-wing 3-seat observation type, with a long glasshouse-type hood, 

tandem seating and retractable undercarriage.  It also featured windows in the lower 

fuselage for use by the observer. 
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North American O-47B at the 
National Museum of the United 
States Air Force 

(USAF photo) 

 

 

 

The prototype, built by General Aviation before its absorption by North American 

Aviation, flew in 1935 and 235 were supplied to the USAAC, replacing the previous biplane 

types.  When the O-47A appeared in 1935, the USAAC operated observation squadrons 

dedicated solely to reconnaissance missions, and it was designed specifically for this 

role.  It was ordered into production in 1937, becoming the standard USAAC and National 

Guard observation type up to the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, but saw no operational 

use in combat – except when caught at overseas bases in the Pacific theatre.  It was also 

used as a trainer and in other secondary roles1823. 

 

In Panama (as in California) it saw limited use early in the war on anti-submarine patrols.  

Later in the war they were used in the target-tug role. 

 

On 7 December 1941, the type was in use with the 39th Observation Squadron (alongside 

the later O-49 type, see below). 

 

In 1999, the wreckage of an O-47 was found in the mountains of western Panama, having 

been lost without trace on 8 June 19411824.  It was excavated in 2002 (and the crews’ 

remains recovered).  2nd Lieutenant Augustus J Allen, Staff Sergeant James D Cartwright, 

and Corporal Paul R Stubbs had departed France Field in an O-47A of the 39th Observation 

 
1823  Trials in 1941 demonstrated its shortcomings, and demonstrated that for the army co-operation type 
light aircraft types were the more suitable. 
1824  https://ww2aircraft.net/forum/threads/north-american-o-47.42542/   

https://ww2aircraft.net/forum/threads/north-american-o-47.42542/
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Squadron, bound for Rio Hato. When the aircraft failed to arrive, a search was initiated by 

both air and ground forces but they were not found1825. 

  

Unloading a camera from an O-47 in Panama 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

O-47A observation aircraft of 39th 
Observation Squadron, France Field 

19411826 

One of these was the type that 
crashed into the “killer curtain” 
defences in 1943 

 

 

 

 O-47A on Galapagos Islands 

 
1825  https://www.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/133043/remains-of-missing-world-war-ii-airmen-
returning-home/ 
1826  United States Army Air Forces by Dan Hagdedorn (1995), Alae Supra Canalem: Wings Over the Canal, 
Turner Publishing, ISBN-10: 1563111535.  One of these crashed into the “killer curtain” anti-torpedo bomber 
screen in 1943, causing chaos when the falling “curtain” fell on a power station. 

https://www.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/133043/remains-of-missing-world-war-ii-airmen-returning-home/
https://www.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/133043/remains-of-missing-world-war-ii-airmen-returning-home/
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A pair of O-47A target tugs in Panama, 1943-1945 

VULTEE O-49/L-1 VIGILANT 

On 7 December 1941, the type was in use with the 39th Observation Squadron (alongside 

the older O-47A type, see above). 

 

This newer design had first flown in 1940 and had been developed by the Stinson 

company1827 and was a high-wing, 2-seat lightplane with a fixed tail undercarriage.  It 

represented a different approach to the observation role than the O-47, and one that 

became the rule during the war.  It marked the transition between heavier and larger 

observation aircraft used by the USAAC in the 1930s and the lighter liaison "grasshopper" 

type aircraft represented by the L-series during World War 2. 

 
1827  But, for whatever reason, was always referred to as a “Vultee Vigilant”, even though built in the Stinson 
works (albeit it having been absorbed by Vultee in 1940). 
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It was designed to a 1938 USAAC requirement1828, winning over 11 rival designs and being 

ordered into production in 1939.  It was redesignated from O-49 to L-1 (the “L” denoting a 

“Liaison” role) in 1942. 

 

CURTISS O-52 OWL 

The 108th Observation Squadron had some O-52 at Howard Field at the start of the war – 

not documented apparently, but later recalled by members of the squadron. 

 

The O-52 flew in 1941, and was a single-engine monoplane observation type, all-metal 

and with a parasol wing. 

 

It drew heavily on the US Navy designs from the company in the 1930s, even using the 

landing gear from the BF2C, and the collapsible rear turtledeck structure from the SOC, 

SO3C and SB2C – which provided a good field of fire for the dorsal gun.  It was ordered 

without a prototype in 1939, being the last of the “heavy” observation types for the 

USAAC – lightplane types being considered more suitable following trials in 1941. It had a 

fixed and a dorsal 0.3-inch (7.62 mm) machine gun.   

 

The USAAC had acquired 203 O-52. 

 
1828  The specification being revised after the German Fiesler Storch was demonstrated in the US in 1938. 
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SIKORSKY OA-8 BABY CLIPPER 

The USAAC only obtained 5 OA-8, a parasol-wing, twin-engine amphibian, which 

completed its acceptance tests in 1937.  They were allocated to the Military Transport 

Service, with seats that could be removed to carry cargo. 

 

It was a modified version of the civilian S.43, itself a scaled-down version of the S.42 

Clipper, a 25-passenger amphibian used by Pan American1829 (and later turned over to 

subsidiaries, including Panair do Brasil).  It was also used by the USN and USMC as the JRS. 

 

 

The 7th Reconnaissance Squadron (later the 397th Bombardment Squadron) had a single 

OA-8.  In May 1941, the 37th Pursuit Group received a single OA-8, disposing of it in due 

course to the airfield support squadron at France Field1830. 

 

 

 

 
1829  In August 1937, a Panagra S.43B crashed near Coco Solo, killing all 14 on board: 
https://www.wikiwand.com/es/Sikorsky_S-43  
1830  https://military-history.fandom.com/wiki/37th_Operations_Group  

https://www.wikiwand.com/es/Sikorsky_S-43
https://military-history.fandom.com/wiki/37th_Operations_Group
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https%3A%2F%2Fupload.wikimedia.org%2Fwikipedia%2Fcommons%2F8%2F88%2FCurtiss_O-52_Owl_USAF.jpg&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FCurtiss_O-52_Owl&docid=z_UGXeMF4dTKeM&tbnid=m0ky9oI31m385M%3A&vet=10ahUKEwiK6P-x_ojhAhWCUBUIHVcDAugQMwg2KAAwAA..i&w=1800&h=1144&bih=772&biw=794&q=curtiss%20o-52&ved=0ahUKEwiK6P-x_ojhAhWCUBUIHVcDAugQMwg2KAAwAA&iact=mrc&uact=8
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjf5Pmkj5ThAhVLQhoKHd8EAAIQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.aerofiles.com%2F_sik.html&psig=AOvVaw3YvboRfSzgW27mcmHMG0sL&ust=1553288105664192
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BOEING P-12 

As war approached, at the start of 1939, the 19th Wing still had on its strength a handful of 

obsolete P-12E and P-12F1831 biplane fighters1832.  However, by June 1939, the P-12 had 

been replaced by the much better P-36A Hawk monoplane fighters.   

 

The first P-12 had arrived in the Canal Zone in 1930, with 2 squadrons retaining them until 

1939.  The basic rule was that older versions of the P-12 (and other types) were sent to 

overseas units, as newer types became available in the Continental USA. 

24th Pursuit Squadron P-12E 

The 16th Pursuit Group (with squadrons 24th, 29th, 74th and 79th) had used the P-12. 

The P-12 first flew in 1929, and was perhaps the ultimate USAAC biplane fighter and the 

equivalent to the US Navy’s F4B.  A typical biplane fighter of between the wars, it had an 

open cockpit, fixed gear, single-seat and and an armament of 2 rifle-calibre machine guns.  

It was the last Boeing biplane and, with the P-6E, the last USAAC biplane fighter.  It began 

as a private-venture, and a virtual double of the F4B, which had impressed the USAAC, and 

it was taken on without even a prototype.  It was largely replaced by the P-26 in 1934-35, 

being relegated to the training role, and then to ground instruction etc from 1941.  

Production of all variants totalled 586. 

 

 
1831  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 
1832  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
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The 2 models mentioned in use in the Canal Zone were the P-12E, which featured a semi-

monocoque metal rear fuselage and later saw the tailskid replaced by a wheel; and the P-

12F, which had an uprated engine and a tail wheel as standard (or retrofitted), and some 

with a headrest incorporating a life raft.  Both were armed with 2 x 0.3-inch (7.62 mm) 

machine guns. 

Painting of a P-12E of 24th 
Pursuit Squadron over the 
Canal Zone in 1935 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were numerous models for export, including for Siam and China, and for the civil 

market – including a 2-seater for Howard Hughes. 

 P-12E over the Canal Zone c.1935 
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BOEING P-26A PEASHOOTER 

First flown in 1932, this small, open cockpit fighter, with its wire-braced wing and fixed tail 

undercarriage, looked like a throwback to a different age – illustrating how fighter 

development was so rapid during the 1930s and the war.  It was the last US Army fighter 

with an open cockpit, the last with externally-braced wings, and the last with fixed landing 

gear. 

 P-26A in Panama 

It was retired from frontline use by the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, but a few 

remained in use in the Philippines, and the Philippine Army Air Corp1833 also had 12, and 

which saw some action.  The only P-26A still in service in 1942 were 9 based in Panama 

(for details of what happened to these, see the Chapter on 1943. 

 

 Corporal Jim Dias, Crew Chief, at the Rio 

Hato Gunnery Camp in 1941 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1833  Created in 1935. 
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Begun by Boeing as a private-venture, production deliveries began in 1934.  At its peak it 

equipped 5 USAAC squadrons, with some 135 being delivered. 

 

By the time of the Pearl Harbor attack, the P-26A had been supplanted in the defence of 

the Canal Zone by the P-36 and P-40 (see below). 

 

A problem with the P-26A was its 
relatively high landing speed, 
which may have contributed to 
the loss of the P-26A, which 
overshot the runway at Rio Hato 
Gunnery Camp in 1941 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As an example, the 30th Pursuit Squadron had been activated on 1 February 1940 at 

Albrook Field, as part of the build-up of the Canal Zone defences.  It was initially equipped 

with obsolete P-26A Peashooters, and its mission was the air defence of the Canal, these 

being replaced by P-40 (see below) in November 1941. 

 

The only P-26A still flying is at the Planes of Fame in the US, being a former Canal Zone 

example, acquired from Guatemalan Air Force in 1957 by the Museum's founder Edward 

Maloney and returned to flight in 1962 (see photo below)1834. 

 
1834  https://planesoffame.org/aircraft/plane-P-26A  

https://planesoffame.org/aircraft/plane-P-26A
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 P-26A in Panama 

 

 

CURTISS P-36 HAWK 

Having been the standard USAAC fighter in 1939 (although by then considered 

obsolescent1835), on 7 December 1941, there were no less than 5 squadrons of P-36 in 

Panama, 3 at Rio Hato and 2 at Albrook Field.  These relatively modern fighters had 

replaced the obsolete, antiquated P-12 biplanes by June 1939.  Concern over the 

inadequate air defences had seen a mass reinforcement using P-36 sent from the US in 

1939.  A similar concern would see them supplemented by some 80 P-40 in 1941.   

 
1835  Having a lower service ceiling, being slower and with a weaker armament than a Spitfire or Bf 109. 
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 P-36A at Langley Field, Virginia in 1939 

In 1940-41, the P-36 was in the process of being replaced by the P-40, but in Panama, one 

Fighter Group (the 32nd) retained some P-36 into 1943, when the Group was itself 

disbanded. 

 

P-36 of 24th Pursuit Squadron at Rio Hato 

This single-seat monoplane fighter, the Model 75 had proved a great success for Curtiss in 

the 1930s, with orders in various versions (with both fixed or retractable undercarriage) 

from the USAAC and for export1836.  The first modern monoplane fighter from the 

company, it had lost the original 1936 USAAC fighter competition to the Seversky P-35, 

but was still ordered and went on to become the first monoplane fighter to be used in 

large numbers by the USAAC. 

 
1836  Including to the RAF as its Mohawk. 
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 P-36A in Panama 

An all-metal design, it was named Hawk like previous Curtiss fighters.  The design was 

subsequently developed, with its radial engine replaced by an inline V12 in the even more 

successful P-40 (see below). 

 

Although a great improvement over the P-26A (see below), the P-36 was considered 

obsolescent by the time it was required for combat, and outclassed by other Allied and 

enemy fighters, despite having only being delivered from 1938, its only operational use by 

USAAC involved a handful which got airborne in Hawaii during the attack on Pearl Harbor.  

The fixed-gear export version was particularly outclassed.   

1837 

 

 
1837  From Panama Canal Defenders: Camouflage and Markings of US Sixth Air Force and Antilles Air 
Command 1941-1945 - Volume 1: Single-engined Fighters by Dan Hagerborn (Warplane Color Gallery) 2021 
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LOCKHEED P-38 LIGHTNING 

The P-38 was a single-seat, twin-engine fighter of twin-boom design, which was also used 

as a fighter-bomber, as a 2-seat trainer and night-fighter, and for photo-reconnaissance.  

It was designed in response to a 1937 USAAC requirement as a high-altitude 

interceptor1838 

 USAAF P-38 Lightning at France Field 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The fighter’s armament was clustered in the nose, was the first US fighter to make 

extensive use of stainless steel and smooth, flush-riveted butt-jointed aluminium skin 

panels; and it was also the first military aircraft to fly faster than 400 mph (640 kmh) in 

level flight.   

 

The prototype flew in 1939 and the USAAC placed production orders later that year (even 

before the pre-production YP-38 prototype had flown), and the operational versions 

entered service in 1942.  It was in production when the US entered the war and still in 

production in 1945. 

 

The end of the war left the USAAF with thousands of P-38 rendered obsolete by the 

advent of jet fighters, and orders for 1,887 more were cancelled – with the last P-38 in 

 
1838   The specification used the word "interceptor" as a way to bypass the inflexible USAAC requirement for 
“pursuit” (fighter) aircraft to carry no more than 500 lb (230 kg) of armament including ammunition, and to 
bypass the USAAC restriction of single-seat aircraft to one engine.  
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service with the US Air Force1839 (as the USAAF had become in 1947-48) were retired in 

1949. 

A P-38 called “Georgia 
Peach II” in flight over 
Panama 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At least some of the P-38 sent to Panama were built under licence by Consolidated-Vultee 

in Nashville, which produced 113 before having the balance of its orders cancelled after 

VJ-Day. 

 

By the end of the war, all the fighter units of the Sixth Air Force in Panama were equipped 

with P-38L1840, and many were those built by the Vultee plant in Nashville.  In the latter 

half of 1942, the units had expected to receive P-38, but instead received P-39 and P-40 

(see below).1841 

 

The P-38 were chosen for service in Panama after numerous incidents involving the P-39 

(see below) and a board having decided that the P-39 was unsuitable for use in the 

Panama and Caribbean areas.  It was initially planned to supply P-40, but these were not 

 
1839  By then redesignated F-38. 
1840  Based on the previous P-38J model but with uprated engines, and with a total of 3,293 built, including 
113 by Vultee.  Survivors with the new USAF became F-38L in 1947. 
1841  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
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available, so P-47 were suggested instead in 1944.  However, the USAAF decided upon the 

P-38.  This decision was based on several characteristics that the P-38 had which were 

more advantageous than those of the P-47; such as – 

• The P-38 rate of climb; 

• The tricycle landing gear reduced accidents on landings and taxiing; 

• Maintenance personnel were already familiar with Allison V1710 engines (which 

had been also used on the P-39 and P-40 fighters used in Panama); and 

• Twin engines would present more favourable odds over water and rough 

terrain1842. 

 

However, at the time, P-38 were not available, as they were needed in the Pacific theatre, 

and a reluctant decision was made to instead allocate the P-47. 

 

Then on 30 September 1944, the Sixth Air Force reported that it had only 161 aircraft and 

with an attrition rate of 5 aircraft a month, the command’s level for missions would be 

considerably short of its target of 189 aircraft.  If the P-38 were not available, it requested 

P-47 be sent earlier than planned.  USAAF responded that the P-47 were required in 

Europe and so would not be available in October 1944, but that P-38 production had 

increased and hence they would be available after all.1843 1844 

 

Colonel Taylor, the commander of the XXVI Fighter Command, made a request that 

modifications be made for at least half of the aircraft to be equipped with rocket-

launchers.  This request was made to train fighter pilots with the above equipment 

because the “pilot rotation policy” which was soon to be initiated, might put them in 

aircraft with similar equipment in other combat theatres.  However, the request for 

 
1842  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1843  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1844  Sixth Air Force responded that acceptance of P-38, meant that maintenance on twin engines would 
require an increase of 162 men. 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
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rockets would have to be rationed to 5 per pilot each month because the supply of rockets 

was very critical, and it was suggested that sub-calibre rockets be available for training.1845 

 

The Sixth Air Force had received 199 P-38 at the end of the war.  These comprised 43 P-

38J1846 and 149 P-38L.  Between 6 and 15 November 1944 there would be 10 other P-38J 

coming from Hawaii, plus 9 brand new P-38L-5-LO coming direct from the Lockheed 

factory1847.  There would also 2 of a 2-seat version for training purposes1848, and these 

would arrive in December-1944.1849 

 

As deliveries continued, by the end of April of 1945, the Sixth Air Force fighter status was 

33 over the planned operational strength of 186 aircraft, in June it was still 13 aircraft over 

strength.1850 

 

When the war was over many P-38 were stored in hangars on air bases like the Howard 

Army Air Force Base1851 until the Foreign Economic Administration (FEA) and the 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) were advised as to how they would be 

disposed.  It was announced that the type would be phased out of USAAF service by 

November, 1945. 

 

During June 1945, monthly reports gave authorisation to the FEA to salvage several 

aircraft and sell a few to the Venezuelan and Nicaraguan governments, the Ciricana 

 
1845  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1846  The P-38J was the model preceding the P-38L, and was based on the P-38H, but with chin radiators on 
engine nacelles.  It was a long-range version with an endurance of up to 12 hours, and had first flown in 
1943, later receiving a flat, bullet-proof windscreen and boosted ailerons.  Some 2,970 were built, some 
being completed as photo-reconnaissance versions and others with a glazed nose as a light bomber 
pathfinder.  It became F-38J (or ZF-38J as obsolete) with the new USAF in 1947-48. 
1847  The “LO” suffix identifies the factory or manufacturer of the aircraft as being Lockheed. 
1848  Most likely TP-38J, an unofficial designation for 2-seat modified P-38J. 
1849  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1850  Ibid. 
1851  With the arrival of P-38, even though the process was slow, the Sixth Air Force had had storage space 
and preventive maintenance problems. 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
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Aviation Company, and a few independent individuals.  A total of 127 airplanes were 

dropped from the Sixth Air Force inventory with only a minimal number being left for 

disposition.  A check would be conducted to see if they were needed in another part of 

the country and, if not, they could be disposed of immediately.1852 

 

As with all the fighter types assigned to Panama during the war, the P-38 saw combat 

operations involving actual enemy aircraft or even, at least in the case of the P-38, any 

enemy or suspect vessels. 

A P-38 makes a strafing pass at a ground target in Panama (USAF 

photo)1853 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BELL P-39 AIRACOBRA 

This single-seat fighter was unusual in having a tricycle undercarriage (the first USAAC 

fighter with one) and an engine mounted in the centre of the fuselage, driving the 

propellor via a long shaft.  It also boasted a 37 mm cannon firing through the propeller 

hub. 

 

It first flew in 1938, ordered into production in 1939 and produced 1940-43.  It proved not 

to be a great success, being rejected by the RAF and large numbers ended up being 

supplied to the USSR.  Nevertheless, operational in 1942, until 1944 it and the P-40 (not 

the best fighter of the war either) were the main USAAF fighter types.  Because its engine 

 
1852  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1853  https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/Upcoming/Photos/igphoto/2000571941/  

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/Upcoming/Photos/igphoto/2000571941/
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lacked a supercharger, the P-39 was best at low altitudes below 17,000 feet (5,181 

meters).  Hence it was often used for ground-attack. 

 

At the time of Pearl Harbor, the P-39 (along with the P-40 and a few P-38) was virtually 

the only modern fighter available to the USAAC, and those already in service were 

deployed at home bases, but were quickly moved forward to overseas bases in Australia, 

Alaska, Hawaii, Panama, and New Guinea. 

 

As one of the standard USAAF fighter types, it was inevitable that it would see service in 

Panama.  The 24th Fighter Squadron transitioned from its P-40C Warhawks to the P-39D 

model (the first fully operational version and first true production model) starting in 2 May 

1942, though by September 1942, the P-39D had been exchanged for 14 P-39K1854. 

 

On 15 October 1942, 8 P-39K were dispatched on a mission near Rio Hato to graphically 

illustrate the effectiveness of the cannon-armed fighter as a ground-attack aircraft.  They 

attacked a column of derelict trucks positioned there and, when the dust settled, all but 5 

of the 115 vehicles had been completely destroyed.  

 

The 24th Fighter Squadron flew its last P-39 missions in June 1943, these were then 

replaced by 2 refurbished Curtiss P-40C and 2 new P-40N Warhawks.  From that point 

through until August, the Squadron transitioned into new P-40N.  However, in March 1944 

it again re-equipped, this time with Bell P-39Q (the major production model)1855.   

 

 
1854  As the P-39D but with changes including an Aeroproducts propeller; retaining the 37mm cannon in the 
propeller hub, but with 2 x 0.5-inch and 2 x 0.3-inch machine guns (whereas the P-39D had had 4 x 0.5-inch) 
and the same 227 kg (600 lb) bombload. 
1855  This had a 37mm cannon, with 6 machine guns and a 227 kg (600 lb) bombload; later batches had a 4-
blade propeller. 
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However, the twin-engine P-38 Lightning (see above) were chosen for service in Panama 

in 1944-45 after numerous incidents involving the P-39 and a board having decided that 

the P-39 was unsuitable for use in the Panama and Caribbean areas.1856 

 

By March 1945, the 24th Fighter Squadron had a mixed strength consisting of P-39Q and P-

38J, but by June 1945, the P-38 predominated, with 20 P-38 on hand and only 5 P-39Q. 

 

Bell P-39Q-20-BE 
Airacobra,  44-3528, 
"Miss Izzy", France 
Field, Panama with 

24th Fighter Squadron 

personnel, 19441857 

 

 

 

 

P-39K-1-BE of 29th Fighter Squadron 

 

Notwithstanding the decision of the USAAC about the P-38, in January 1945, the 30th 

Fighter Squadron surrendered its tired P-40 Warhawks to the Panama Air Depot and was 

reequipped with new P-39Q (but, by June 1945, it had been completely reequipped with 

P-38L Lightnings, which were at the time flooding into the country). 

 

These were only 2 of several squadrons that used the P-39 in Panama. 

 
1856  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1857  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/24th_Fighter_Squadron
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 P-39Q in Panama 

1858 

Bell P-39K-1-BE 
Airacobra, serial 
number 42-4251, at 
Madden Field, 
Panama1859 

 

 

 

 

As with the other fighter types based in Panama, the P-39 saw no combat action involving 

enemy aircraft. 

 

 
1858  From Panama Canal Defenders: Camouflage and Markings of US Sixth Air Force and Antilles Air 
Command 1941-1945 - Volume 1: Single-engined Fighters by Dan Hagerborn (Warplane Color Gallery) 2021 
1859  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/29th_Training_Systems_Squadron This aircraft, from the 29th Fighter 
Squadron, 16th Fighter Group, XXVI Fighter Command, was lost on a formation practice flight from Madden 
Field, the pilot being killed, on 3 July 1943. 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/29th_Training_Systems_Squadron
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At the end of the war, when considering disposal of aircraft on hand, it is said that the 

head of the USAAF was “adamant” that no P-39 be returned to the US.1860 

 

CURTISS P-40 WARHAWK 

Until the P-51 Mustang (and to a lesser degree, the P-47 Thunderbolt) came to represent 

USAAF fighters in World War 2, it was the P-40 that was the US fighter.  At the time of the 

Pearl Harbor attack, the P-40, together with the P-39 (see above) were the only modern 

fighters available to the USAAC.  Over 13,000 of all marks was built, having first flown in 

1938.  The first order of 524 in 1939 was then the largest-ever fighter order placed by the 

USAAC. 

 

It was present at Pearl Harbor, and made a small contribution to the defence, though 

most were destroyed on the ground.  Perhaps its most famous use was with the “Flying 

Tigers”, the American Volunteer Group flying with the Nationalist Chinese forces against 

the Japanese.   

 

When given a name by the Americans, it was known as the Warhawk1861.  The RAF and 

other allies received examples, but tended to use them for ground-attack missions, as 

they lacked the performance to match the best Axis fighters.  The RAF used the name 

Tomahawk for early models, and Kittyhawk for later ones. 

 

After Japan’s surrender, the USAAF decided that the P-40 would be withdrawn 

immediately - as well as the P-38 (see above) and P-47 no later than 1949, leaving only the 

P-51 Mustang as a long-term piston-engine fighter as jets entered service.  No operational 

examples of the P-40 would have been present in Panama by the end of the war. 

 

 
1860  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content  
1861  It was Hawk 81 to its maker, Curtiss (being a development of the Hawk 75, the P-36, essentially with a 
radial engine replaced by an inline one), or Hawk 87 from the P-40D models. 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content
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The single-seat P-40B had 4 machine-guns (2 x 0.5-inch and 2 x 0.3-inch); the P-40C1862 had 

optional fuel drop tanks; the P-40E1863 had 6 x 0.5-inch wing guns and later underwing 

bomb-racks; the P-40N1864 was the major production version, lighter and with less fuel, 

uprated engine and 4 x 0.5-inch wing guns. 

 

31st Pursuit Squadron P-40 at La Joya Field 

 

On 7 December 1941, the following units were equipped with P-40 - 

Chorrera 30th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

Albrook  28th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  29th Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

  43rd Pursuit Squadron    P-40 Warhawk fighters 

 

 
1862  Both the P-40B and P-40C were called Tomahawk by the RAF. 
1863  Known as Kittyhawk IA to the RAF. 
1864  Kittyhawk IV for the RAF. 
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In 1941, the perceived danger to the Canal that year saw priority given to sending 9 

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

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

movement completed on 14 December), as well as, by the end of the year, 80 additional 

P-40 from the US. 

 

The 37th Pursuit Group n May 1941 received about 35 P-40B and P-40C fighters, allowing it 

to dispose of the obsolete P-26A (see above) to the 32nd Pursuit Group.  It subsequently 

received some new P-40E, and the unit achieved operational readiness by the end of 

Summer 1941. 

1865 

 

 
1865  From Panama Canal Defenders: Camouflage and Markings of US Sixth Air Force and Antilles Air 
Command 1941-1945 - Volume 1: Single-engined Fighters by Dan Hagerborn (Warplane Color Gallery) 2021. 
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 P-40N in formation, Panama 1944 

 

The 30th Pursuit Squadron received new P-40E Warhawks and achieved operational 

readiness by the end of Summer 1941.  Moving to to Aquadulce Field in February 1943, it 

was reclassified as an Operational Training Unit (OTU) with its mission to prepare new 

fighter pilots for duty in the tropical conditions of the Canal Zone.  In effect, it had had 

switched places with the 53rd Fighter Squadron, and inherited 28 of that unit’s aircraft, 

being mixed models of the P-40, most of which had seen hard service in Puerto Rico and 

the Antilles Air Command.  It also had small detachments at Albrook Field and Corozal in 

the Canal Zone and, by October, another detachment was also maintained at Howard 

Field. 

 

When the parent 37th Fighter Group was dissolved, the 30th Fighter Squadron was 

assigned directly to the XXVI Fighter Command from 1 November 1943 and, although still 

classified as an OTU, the squadron did mount some air defence patrols.  In January 1945, 

the 30th Fighter Squadron surrendered its tired P-40 Warhawks to the Panama Air Depot 

and was reequipped with new P-39Q Airacobra (see above).   

 

24th Pursuit Squadron was still using the P-26A In June 1941, but then it received 9 P-40C 

and, with these, a number of long-range navigational flights were undertaken, one going 

so far as Trinidad.  The unit transitioned from its P-40C to the P-39D starting 2 May 1942, 

when it acquired 10 of these aircraft from the 53rd Fighter Group in September 1942. 



941 
 

The Squadron flew its last P-39 missions on 25 June 1943 and, ironically, these were then 

replaced on 27 June by 2 refurbished Curtiss P-40C and on 29 June by 2 new P-40N.  From 

then until August, it transitioned into new P-40N, having 22 on hand by the end of August. 

 

On 27 August 1943, flying their new P-40N, "A" and "B" Flights flew a mass cross-country 

to Costa Rica.  The next day, they flew down the Atlantic side of the Isthmus of Panama – 

completely undetected – and made a successful surprise mock "attack" on the Gatun 

Locks of the Panama Canal.  "B" Flight made 3 dive-bombing attacks while "A" Flight made 

4 strafing passes.  Defending interceptors, finally alerted to the proceedings, did not show 

up until the attack was completely over.  In March 1944, it again re-equipped, this time with 

the P-39Q, as well as a single Curtiss RP-40C1866 

 

The Brazilian Expeditionary Force, which took part in the fighting in Italy, included a fighter 

group from the Brazilian Air Force1867, formed in 1943 and which undertook its combat 

training under the jurisdiction of the Sixth Air Force at Aguadulce in Panama – its 

commander and 32 pilots using Curtiss P-40 Warhawks (although it would re-equip with P-

47 Thunderbolts before being sent to Italy). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1866  The “R” prefix denoted it being “Restricted”, or obsolete, and meant that the aircraft was probably a 
trainer or squadron hack 
1867  1st Fighter Group (1o Grupo de Aviaçäo de Caça) 
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3 P-40N-5-CU Warhawks in 
a formation from the 24th 
Fighter Squadron operating 
from Madden Field, 
Panama.  Serials are 42-
104978, 42-104973 and 
42-1049531868 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DOUGLAS P-70 NIGHTHAWK 

The A-20 Havoc1869 (see above) was a high-performance twin-engine light bomber which 

first flew in 1939.  It was Designed to meet a USAAC requirement for a bomber, but it was 

ordered by France for its air force before the USAAC had decided it would also meet their 

requirements. It was 1942 before the USAAC A-20 saw action, in North Africa with the 

USAAF after Operation Torch. 

 

The P-70 variant resulted from an identified USAAC need for a long-range fighter, with 60 

A-20 on the production line being completed as P-70 night fighters, with all delivered by 

September 1942.  These had radar, the glazed nose often painted black to prevent glare, 

and extra fuel.  Variants followed included those with a US radar (in place of the original 

one based on a British design), various armaments – including a solid nose with 6 x 0.5-

inch (12.7 mm) machine guns.  All P-70 had been retired from service by 1945. 

 

 
1868  USAAF Photo via Alae Supra Canalem: Wings Over the Canal by Dan Hagdedorn (Turner Publishing, 
ISBN-10: 1563111535) 1995. 
1869  Boston to the RAF. 
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In Spring 1942, Signal Corps’ copies of the British-designed AI Mk IV long-wave airborne 

interception radar had begun to come off the production line at Western Electric, 

designated SCR-540, with just 580 sets on order1870.  The first sets were sent to sources 

such as the Signal Corps School, Army Air Force Technical School No 2 and the Western 

Electric Technical School (though 3 sets were sent to the Hawaiian Department).  After 

this initial delivery, 59 sets were supplied to the Douglas Aircraft Company, and some of 

these were installed on a night-fighter version of the A-20 attack bomber designated P-

701871. 1872 

 

By September 1942, 59 P–70 were ready for combat, with about half going to training 

schools at Orlando, Florida, and the other half to operational units defending the Panama 

Canal (to the 24th Fighter Squadron – though other sources say it had only a single 

example between November 1942 and 11 January 1943) and Hawaii.1873 

 

The presence of P-70, was the rather weak Sixth Air Force response to a concern over the 

lack of night fighter defences for the Canal.  During late 1942, 3 P-70 were also briefly 

assigned to the 53rd Fighter Squadron for the same reason1874.  At the time it was still 

considered a strong possibility that a night attack on the Panama Canal might he 

attempted. The P-70 of the 53rd Fighter Squadron departed in mid-January 1943. 

 
1870  The SCR-540 was soon replaced by the much larger, microwave AI radar, the SC-520.  This meant that, 
by October 1943, the first US AI radar, SC-540, was already obsolescent:  The Signal Corps: The Test 
(December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett 
(Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
1871  Eventually 205 of various variants of P-70 would be produced for the USAAF. 
1872  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 
1873  Conquering the Night Army Air Forces Night Fighters at War by Stephen L McFarland (Air Force History 
and Museums Program), 1998: https://media.defense.gov/2010/May/26/2001330259/-1/-1/0/AFD-100526-
018.pdf  
1874  These would have used the British-designed SCR-540 airborne radar (a version of the AI Mk IV). 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/May/26/2001330259/-1/-1/0/AFD-100526-018.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/May/26/2001330259/-1/-1/0/AFD-100526-018.pdf
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 A P-70 

 

MARTIN PBM MARINER 

 

PBM-3S at Coco Solo1875 

 

This gull-wing, boat hull 

flying-boat was 

developed to a 1937 US 

Navy specification and 

first flew in 1939.  Except 

for the first prototype, 

the design was developed 

as aprivate-venture by 

Martin, but then was 

ordered into production.  Although overshadowed by the PBY (see below), the PBM 

remained an important type during the war, becoming operational in 1941, and seeing 

continued postwar use, production only ending in 1949.   

 

Faster than a PBY (for which it was the intended successor), it could also carry a heavier 

warload further. 

 
1875  The PBM-3S was a specialised anti-submarine version of the PBM-3C, with extra fuel and 2 x 325 lb (147 
kg) depth charges, with 156 being built from 1944.  The PBM-3S served exclusively or nearly so in the 
Atlantic, particularly in defence of the Panama Canal.  
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PBM-3C of VP-32 with crew in 
1943 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After trials with the initial versions, in 1940, the US Navy ordered the type into production 

as the PBM-3, it being built in a variety of sub-series variants.  The featured new powered 

nose and dorsal turrets, both with a single 12.7 mm (0.3-inch) Browning machine gun; a 

proper powered tail turret, also with a single 12.7 mm Browning; and revised beam gun 

positions.  However, it was subsequently concluded that most Mariners were not likely to 

encounter fighter opposition, so much of the defensive armament was deleted – once the 

guns, turrets and ammunition were removed, the weight saving resulted in a 25% increase 
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in the range of the lighter PBM-3S anti-submarine version. However, the nose guns were 

retained.1876 

The type’s first assignment was with US Navy patrol squadron VP-32 stationed at the NAS 

Coco Solo. 

 

VP-206 transferred from the US to Coco Solo in April 1943.  It sent detachment s to other 

advance bases, but in February 1944 the whole squadron relocated to Corinto in 

Nicaragua, but left for Key West, Florida in April 1944. 

 

VP-207, with 12 Martin PBM Mariner flying boats, relocated to Colón from Guantanamo 

Bay, Cuba in June 19431877.  During 1943, it flew patrols between Salinas in Ecuador and 

Nicaragua, via the Galapagos Islands1878. 

 

Postwar, the PBM saw continued use from Coco Solo – see the photo below of a PBM-

51879 off Panama in 1954. 

 

 

 
1876  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/01/16/martin-pbm-mariner/  
1877  https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-2-vp-207/  
1878  They could be anchored overnight in the bay at Salinas, Ecuador and at night a duty crew was kept 
aboard in case of a storm.  A PB2Y was lost in such a storm whilst moored in Puerto Castilla, Honduras in 
October 1943, and all but 2 of the crew were lost – the survivors drifted with the storm for 4 days, and 9 
days after the aircraft sank were washed ashore alive. 
1879  Produced from 1944, this was an improved PBM-3 with uprated engines. 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/01/16/martin-pbm-mariner/
https://boeingtestpilot.com/chapter-2-vp-207/
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CONSOLIDATED PBY/OA-10 CATALINA 

This was the classic wartime flying-boat/amphibian, which had first flown in 1935, and 

initially produced as a pure flying-boat for the US Navy.  Eventually about half of all 

production were amphibians1880.  It has a very long range and saw extensive use in both 

the Atlantic and Pacific theatres. 

 

 PBY-3 of VP-5 over Panama 

 

 

PBY-1 Catalina (BuNo 0143) from Patrol Squadron 3 (VP-3) in flight. VP-3 was stationed at NAS Coco Solo 

 
1880  A flying-boat can only land on water (and needs a beaching gear trolley if it comes ashore), whereas an 
amphibian also has a wheeled undercarriage and can land and take-off from either land or water. 
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The OA-10 was the USAAC/USAAF designation for the Catalina amphibian.  It was chiefly 

used by the Army for the air-sea rescue role with Emergency Rescue Squadrons during the 

war and for several years afterwards.  Initial deliveries were ex-US Navy PBY (but the 

amphibian versions), these later being joined by Canadian-built1881 versions, and others 

built by Consolidated.  In Panama, it was one of a variety of types used by the 20th 

Transport Squadron, but this unit had disposed of it by 1943. 

 US Navy PBY at the Galapagos Islands 

In Panama, the PBY was the flying-boat in use with the US Navy from the start of the war 

(being supplemented later by the PB2Y Coronado and PBM Mariner – see below), mainly 

operating from Coco Solo.  The Navy primary use for the type was in the maritime patrol 

and anti-submarine roles.  Coco Solo was an early base for the PBY, with the initial PBY-1 

model used by squadron VP-3 in the mid- to late 1930s.  Various models of PBY (PBY-3 and 

PBY-51882) were used, also operating from bases to/from Guantanamo Bay and Puerto 

Rico.  In 1941-42, Coco Solo had up to 28 PBY present. 

 
1881  It was built under licence by Vickers and Boeing in Canada.  It was also built by the US Navy’s Naval 
Aircraft Factory, and in the USSR. 
1882  The PBY-3 introduced uprated engines and extra fuel; and the PBY-5 was even more powerful and an 
option of more fuel and other improvements. 
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CONSOLIDATED PB2Y CORONADO 

The Model 29 was a shoulder-wing, 4-engine boat-hull flying-boat with retractable wingtip 

floats and originally twin fins).  It was the result of a USN contest held 3 months after the 

XP3Y (later PBY Catalina – see above) prototype had flown, and was ordered in 1936.  A 

much larger type than the PBY, but due to large numbers of PBY ordered, the first orders 

for the PB2Y were only placed in 1939, with deliveries from 1940 – and each PB2Y-1 cost 

as much as 3 PBY. 

 

It was used relatively little in the patrol role, and all had been withdrawn from active 

service by 1945.  In its later use, many were used as transports, rather than as patrol 

bombers.  Its range of 1,070 miles (1,722 km)  was less than that of the earlier PBY (at 

2,520 miles or 4,055 km). 

 

In Panama, the type was used by US Navy patrol squadron VP-207 from Coco Solo, 

replacing its PBY on Pacific patrols.   

 

Another user was VP-1, which transferred to Coco Solo in October 1943 with its PB2Y-11883 

– also undertaking many utility flights between Miami and Coco Solo, carrying up to 50 

passengers each way.  In 1944, redesignated VPB-1, the squadron moved to the Galapagos 

 
1883  The electric propeller controls caused many problems during the early days of the deployment, resulting 
in the loss of 1 aircraft.   

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjT7d28lpThAhVN1BoKHdxACzEQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwp.scn.ru%2Fen%2Fww2%2Fh%2F581%2F3%2F1&psig=AOvVaw1ybW3Uweol0REOKH4m5v9J&ust=1553290027273063
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Islands, returning the next year to be relieved, replaced and it returned to the US to be 

disestablished. 

 

In April 1944, VP-15 was transferred to Coco Solo, with 1 detachment was deployed to 

Corinto in Nicaragua and another to the Galapagos Islands.  It returned to the US in 

October 1944. 

 

In the patrol role, the PB2Y was equipped with radar, and local modifications to the 

aircraft while at Coco Solo included removal of all interior heating units, de-icing 

equipment, armour-plating and engine superchargers. 

 

PB2Y-3 VPB-1 at NAAF Galapagos c.1945 

 

CULVER PQ-8 CADET 

The PQ-8 was a radio-controlled adaptation of the Culver Cadet 2-seat, low-wing light 

cabin monoplane.  It was used as a target by the USAAF. 

Designed by famous lightplane designer Al Mooney, the type first flew in 1939 and was all-

metal and had a retractable tail undercarriage.  In 1940, it was selected by the USAAC as 
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being suitable for use as a radio-controlled target, and was initially procured as the A-8, 

before the designation changed to PQ-8.  The target version had a fixed tricycle 

undercarriage and, after tests, an initial 200 were ordered, followed by 200 more as the 

PQ-8A with a more powerful engine.  It was also used by the US Navy as the TDC. 

In 1944, the type appeared on the list of “excess” aircraft for disposal by the Sixth Air 

Force1884. 

 

SAVOIA-MARCHETTI SM.83 

The photo below (which is a USAF photograph) shows an SM.83 airliner in USAAF service, 

albeit with civilian markings, and said to be at Howard Field circa 1942.  It had been seized 

in Chile from the Italian Latin American Airline (LATI)1885 and given to the 20th Transport 

Squadron in the Canal Zone because of the severe shortage of transport aircraft at the 

time.  It is said that although delivered to Howard Field, it was not used for any 

operational missions, and it never received a USAAF designation.1886 

 

The SM.83 was the civil airliner version of the SM.79 Sparviero bomber and first flew in 

1937.  It was a low-wing monoplane with a retractable undercarriage and was of mixed 

(steel, wood and fabric) construction.  With 4 crew, it could only accommodate 4-10 

passengers.  Only 23 were built, with LATI, Alia Littoria and SABENA (of Belgium) amongst 

the customers.  During the war, the Italian examples were impressed as transports for the 

Italian air force, Regia Aeronautica. 

 
1884  https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-
015a9951b1f0/content p.32 
1885  A transatlantic airline operating between Italy and South America 1939-41.  It operated from Rome to 
Rio De Janeiro via Spain and Portugal (taking 23 hours), with the route extended to Buenos Aires in Summer 
1941.  The commercial flights were for postal services but a few passengers were allowed to use the 
transatlantic route.  LATI had been able to pick up much of the mail traffic that Lufthansa had provided to 
South America prior to August 1939; and it was the main carrier of postal services between Axis-occupied 
Western Europe and South America until December 1941. 
http://risorse.issp.po.it/dbcollezioni/993_beith.pdf  
1886  https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/ 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content%20p.32
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/25d785ba-305a-4781-8a47-015a9951b1f0/content%20p.32
http://risorse.issp.po.it/dbcollezioni/993_beith.pdf
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/the-real-soft-underbelly/
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Chapter 53 

THE U-BOAT WAR 

 

 

Acacia was a US Coast Guard buoy tender built in 1919 as an Army mine planter vessel.  It became a Coast 
Guard cutter in July 1939 when President Roosevelt merged the Lighthouse Service with the Coast Guard.  
She was sunk by gunfire from U-161 in March 1942 150 miles (241 km) south of Port-au-Prince, Haiti1887 

 

See Annex 2 for information from a website which lists the 82 Panamanian ships shown as 

being losses due to U-boats during World War 2 – it details 78 ships being sunk (a total of 

416,682 tons) and 4 damaged (38,456 tons).1888  

 

See also Chapter 15 on the loss of the patrol gunboat USS Erie in 1942, and Chapter 14 on 

the loss of the submarine USS Dorado, which may have been a “friendly fire” loss, or a 

victim of a mine laid by a U-boat in 1943. 

 
1887https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvp
rint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user  
1888  https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php  

https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user
https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php
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Even while neutral, at least 7 Panama-flag vessels had been sunk before Pearl Harbor1889, 

all in the North or South Atlantic. 

 

Despite the considerable threat from U-Boats in the Caribbean, and the significant effort 

put into patrol activities in what was termed the Panama Sea Frontier1890. to detect and 

deter them, the direct impact on the Canal and its operations from U-Boats was relatively 

minimal1891. 

  A Type IX U-boat1892 

 
 

Until June 1942, U-Boats had 

only entered the outer 

reaches of the Panama Sea 

Frontier.  Then the SS 

Merimack, carrying supplies to 

the isthmus, was torpedoed 

about 60 miles (96.5 km) off 

Couzimel Island - a mostly 

undeveloped Mexican island off the Yucatan Peninsula.  This was followed by the loss of 2 

more merchant vessels near Swan Island off Honduras, and 3 more near the Colombian 

islands of Old Providence and St Andrews.  A further vessel was sunk some 85 miles (136 

km) from Colón on the Atlantic end of the Canal.   

 

 
1889  http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html  
1890  Based at Balboa and responsible for the defence of the Pacific and Atlantic approaches to the Canal and 
for naval shore facilities in the Central America region during the war. 
1891  For information on shipping and U-boat losses in the Caribbean 1941-45: 
https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm 
1892  http://dubm.de/en/type-ix/  

http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html
https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm
http://dubm.de/en/type-ix/
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At the time of the June 1942 attacks, a gunboat1893 was the only active escort vessel 

available in the Panama Sea Frontier area.  There were 4 destroyers engaged in offshore 

patrol but these lacked radar and did not detect any U-Boats.   

 

“Although the Panama Canal area was heavily fortified in the years prior to the start of the 

war, aircraft stationed there consisted mostly of fighters. Americans considered that the 

major threat to the canal was an air attack by bombers from a Japanese aircraft carrier, or 

Luftwaffe bombers operating from primitive fields in a sympathetic South American 

country.  These fighters were effectively useless against U-boats, allowing them to operate 

successfully against the almost 8 million tons of shipping that passed through the canal 

each year destined for England” 

The U-Boat War in the Caribbean: Opportunities Lost by Karl M Hasslinger, Commander 

1894. 

 

On 22 December 1941, the Panama Air Task Force was created under the supervision of 

the Caribbean Defense Command for anti-submarine patrol work.  However, shortages in 

the number of available aircraft (long-range B-24 Liberators had been requested) made it 

clear that the well-designed plans that had been created for the defence of the command 

before the war did not stand a reasonable likelihood of being implemented1895.   

 

In January 1942, a much more modest plan based on available equipment was submitted.  

These revised plans included patrols in the Pacific at a distance of only 600 miles (965 km) 

from Talara in north-western Peru to the Galapagos Islands and back using B-17 bombers 

based in Talara and B-17 from Guatemala1896. 

 
1893  USS Erie. 
1894  The U-Boat War in the Caribbean: Opportunities Lost by Karl M Hasslinger, Commander, US Navy (a 
paper submitted to the Faculty of the Naval War College in partial satisfaction of the requirements of the 
Department of Operations) 1996: http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html  
1895  As mentioned elsewhere in respect of the submarine operations from Coco Solo, the principal use of 
those craft was to underline how inadequate air patrols in the region were. 
1896  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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https://www.tripsavvy.com/maps-of-the-caribbean-sea-and-islands-1487724 

 

There followed what became known as the “Battle of the Caribbean”1897.  By the end of 

February 1942, enemy submarine activity in the Caribbean had grown to the point that 

10% of shallow draft tankers operating out of Maracaibo, Venezuela to Aruba had been 

sunk1898.  From March to June 1942, 173 ships were sunk in the Caribbean by U-boats with 

the rate increasing until August 1942.   Axis U-boat activity was highest in the Trinidad 

sector, making this the weak link in the “steel ring” of protection around the Canal. 

 

2 merchant vessels were sunk near the Canal in June 1942, by which time there were 4 U-

Boats active in the immediate area.  As a result, the US Navy ordered the port of Cristobal 

(at the Atlantic end of the Canal and in the district of Colon) closed to outbound traffic and 

 
At 1032 hours on 23 February, U-502 hit the unescorted Thalia with 1 torpedo after a spread of 2 torpedoes 
had missed at 0937 hours. The tanker did not sink after being hit by 2 coups de grâce at 1044 and 1104 
hours, so the U-boat shelled the ship from 1154 until 1233 hours in 7 approaches with 103 rounds and left 
the area after Thalia sank about 80 miles from Aruba at 1336 hours. 
1897  Or Operational Neuland as the Germans knew it. 
1898  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://www.tripsavvy.com/maps-of-the-caribbean-sea-and-islands-1487724
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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organised a “hunter-killer” group consisting of 2 destroyers, 3 MTB1899 and PBY Catalina 

patrol flying-boats.  This group pursued a U-Boat spotted by an US Army bomber off 

Colon, but found nothing.  At the same time, additional PBY and Army bombers were 

made available for use on the Caribbean side of the Canal, and an escorted convoy of 

transports en route for the Pacific passed through the Canal shortly after. 

 

The Panama-flagged “Thalia” was sunk 
by U-502 on 23 February 1942, while 
on a voyage between New York – 
Hampton Roads – Aruba.  Just 1 sailor 
was lost.1900 
 

 

 

 

 

However, a British tanker bringing fuel to Cristobal was then sunk by 2 U-Boats within 75 

miles of the port, followed by 2 more vessels sunk off Santa Marta, Colombia and a 

schooner sailing ship off the Colombian coast.  Shortly after, a U-Boat entered Port Limon, 

Costa Rica and sank a merchant ship in the harbour1901. 

 

US Navy Consolidated PBY-3 Catalina from 
Patrol Squadron VP-5 in flight.  Note the 
"Wings over Panama" insignia on its nose 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1899  Motor torpedo boats (or “PT Boats” in US Navy parlance). 
1900  https://war2war.wordpress.com/2018/03/18/panama-during-ww2/ 
1901  The U-Boat involved, U-161, was lost with all hands off Bahia, Brazil 3 months later, after an attack by a 
US Navy patrol bomber. 

https://war2war.wordpress.com/2018/03/18/panama-during-ww2/


958 
 

This brief outbreak of near-direct attacks affecting the Canal - although involving no more 

than 5 U-Boats but seeing on average a ship a day sunk over a 2-week period - resulted in 

further, additional defences being implemented on the Caribbean coast.  These included 

anti-submarine nets at Port Limon in Costa Rica, increased air patrols (including with 

radar-equipped PBY), and convoys being organised for shipping between the Canal and 

Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 

 

The improvements probably contributed to the first U-Boat “kill” for the Panama Sea 

Frontier sector.  An abortive attack on a US net tender resulted in a patrol boat and PBY 

being despatched to carry out a search, with Army aircraft (fighters and a B-18 bomber) 

and a further PBY joining the following day.  On the next day, the patrol boat spotted an 

oil slick and it and the searching aircraft 

used all their depth charges at the site.  

A destroyer, USS Lansdowne (DD-486) 

detached from a convoy, then arrived, 

detected the U-Boat and attacked.  The 

U-Boat was sunk1902. 

 

Article from the Nelson Evening Mail in New 
Zealand, 4 August 19421903 

 

 

In August 1942, aircraft from the US Army, US Navy and the RAF made 18 attacks on U-

Boats in the Caribbean and, on 22 August, a B-18 bomber sank a U-Boat off Colon1904. 

 

 

 
1902  U-153, there were no survivors. 
1903  https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NEM19420804.2.39  
1904  U-654, once again there were no survivors. 

https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NEM19420804.2.39
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U-153, sunk by USS Lansdowne off the 
Canal Zone on 13 July 1942 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

However, the bombers of the VI Bomber Command based in Panama only achieved a 

single U-boat sinking, and even this was not confirmed at the time.  On 22 August 1942, a 

B-18 of 45th Bombardment Squadron caught U-654 about 150 miles (241 km) north of 

Colón at conning tower depth and attacked.  Joined by 5 other B-18 from the squadron, 

they altogether dropped a total of 48 depth charges.  However, the loss of the U-boat 

(with all 44 crew) was not confirmed until postwar.  The Command’s squadrons claimed 3 

other U-boats by aircraft based elsewhere in the region.1905.   

 
 A B-18 Bolo bomber at Aguadulce Field in 
Panama 

 

 

On 21 August 1942, a “friendly 

fire” incident occurred at Balboa, 

when the S-17, an old, World War 

I-vintage submarine surfaced in the 

outer harbour but failed to display 

the necessary recognition colours 

required in unrestricted waters.  

 
1905  http://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/submarine.htm  

http://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/submarine.htm
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The commanding officer of the 45th Bombardment Squadron dropped 4 bombs which 

straddled the submarine causing damage that took 7 days of repair work to fix.  A 

subsequent investigation cited the submarine for carelessness, and the USAAF personnel 

for being “over-eager” in attacking the submarine too fast without allowing it time to 

recognise their mistake and fly the correct colours1906. 

 

In October 1942, for the first time in 6 months, there were no losses to U-Boats in the Gulf 

of Mexico and Panama Sea Frontier areas1907.  In fact, after January 1943, U-Boats were 

never again a major threat in the Caribbean.  Attacks continued, and losses continued, but 

the Kreigsmarine1908 regarded the Caribbean as a difficult or dangerous place to operate – 

its Submarine Command war diary noting the presence of strong to very strong air patrol, 

convoys and independent vessels protected by air and surface escorts, and day and night 

radar – combined with the stress caused by the heat, humid atmosphere and having to 

operate submerged for long periods to avoid detection.  In addition, possessing only 

primitive listening gear, U-boats had to acquire their targets by sight via lookouts on the 

surface, or by the much more limited view through a periscope when submerged1909.  It 

should not have surprised the US that a majority of U-boat attacks were at the entrances 

to major oil ports, island passages and nearing the Canal1910.  

 

Nevertheless, the Germans tried once more and, in October 1943, a minelaying U-Boat 

laid mines within 4 miles of the Colón breakwater.  These caused no damage, and most 

were swept within a month1911. 

 
1906  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
1907  However, in November, losses to U-Boats rose in the Trinidad area 
1908  The name of the German navy at the time. 
1909  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html 
1910  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html  
1911  The U-Boat involved went on to laid off the Gulf of Paria, Venezuela, again with little or no effect. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html
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The weapon of the U-boat, a G7e torpedo 
fired by U-156 ended up on a beach in 
Aruba1912 on February 16, 1942.  It later 
killed 4 Dutch Marines who tried to 
disassemble it for study (Life Magazine 
March 2, 1942)1913 

 

 

 

 

The minelaying having proved to have had little effect, in November the Kreigsmarine 

commander, Admiral Doenitz, ordered an attack by 3 U-Boats on shipping in the 

Caribbean.  Unfortunately, when the first U-Boat arrived in the Panama Sea Frontier area 

the sea defence forces were engaged in a tactical exercise with 2 transiting escort carriers 

in the Pacific. 

 

Alerted by a sighting near Curacao, ships and aircraft were used in an attempt to detect 

the U-boat.  However, it managed to reach the Canal area by hugging the north coast of 

South America and sank a small Panamanian freighter (with a US Navy armed guard 

aboard) 60 miles (96.5 km) off Cartegena, Colombia.  It then sank a small Colombian 

schooner off Cristobal in Panama, and then an unescorted US tanker at the same spot, 

followed by another unescorted ship, a Liberty ship, 75 miles (120 km) off the entrance to 

the Canal.  The U-Boat then escaped searching aircraft, while all unescorted shipping was 

stopped (and some convoys), with some convoys rerouted along the Mosquito Coast.   

 

Nevertheless, the U-Boat claimed another victim, off the Gulf of San Blas before leaving 

the area, low on fuel.  On its way home, the U-Boat managed to sink another unescorted 

US tanker 30 miles (48 km) off Aruba.  Once more, intense searches were launched for the 

 
1912  The 21-inch/53.3 cm diameter G7e carried a 300 kg warhead. 
1913  Fired from U-156, it missed the Texaco tanker Arkansas, berthed at Eagle Pier (although a second hit the 
ship).  
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submarine, with it evading or beating off aerial attacks.  Eventually, the U-Boat returned 

home safely1914. 

 

In total, in 1942 U-Boats in the Caribbean sank 336 ships of over 1 million tons.  In 1943, 

losses fell to only 35 ships and 178,000 tons, and in 1944, only 3 ships of 15,000 tons were 

lost to U-Boats. 

 

In an ironic twist, one of 3 heavy lift cranes built in 1941 by Demag Cranes AG as 

Schwimmkran No. 1 for the Kreigsmarine for use in the Baltic Sea tending to U-Boats 

ended up in a maintenance role in the Canal Zone postwar1915.  See below for more on 

what became known as “Herman the German”. 

 

For a detailed breakdown of shipping losses in the Caribbean area between January 1942 

and July 1944, see Annex 1. 

 

ANOTHER VIEWPOINT ON THE BATTLE OF THE CARIBBEAN 

 

In January 1942, after the early successes of the U-boats against shipping off the East 

Coast of the USA in the Kreigsmarine’s Operation Drumbeat (“Paukensclag”), where 397 

Allied ships would be sunk in 6 months1916, their commander, Admiral Dönitz, decided to 

send his boats against the vital supply line bauxite1917 and oil for the US (and UK) – the 

Caribbean.   

 

Dönitz assigned 5 U-boats for Operation Neuland (“New Land”).  Their orders were - 

“Surprise, concentric attack on the traffic in the waters adjacent to the West Indies 

 
1914  The U-516, it was eventually lost in the North Sea in 1945. 
1915  https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-
german/  
1916  January-June 1942. 
1917  Bauxite ore is the raw material from which aluminium is produced. 

https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-german/
https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-german/
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Islands. The core of the attack thus consists in the surprising and synchronised appearance 

at the main stations of Aruba a[nd] Curaçao”.   

 

They were to deploy their torpedoes first, and thereafter their deck guns (if land targets 

were in the offing).1918.   

 

Operations began on 16 February 1942, with the primary targets to be the tankers and 

bauxite freighters as well as the oil refineries on the islands - note, with no mention of the 

Panama Canal.   

 

The Type IX1919 boats made the long journey to the Caribbean using only 1 engine to save 

fuel, and could only spend 2-3 weeks on station there before having to return home1920. 

 

For a time, the Allied oil supply was put in jeopardy. The roughly 95% of product for the 

East Coast of the US — 59 million gallons (223 million litres) per day — that came from the 

Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico by tanker shrank by at the end of 1941 by 25% as a 

result of the U-boat onslaught.  For the UK, Caribbean oil shipments declined from 67% of 

total imports in 1941 to just 23% by 1943.   

 

The supply of bauxite also fell dramatically, by May 1942 the handful of U-boats had 

destroyed 22% of the Allied bauxite fleet. 

 

 
1918  It was transformed into a formal order as Operations Order No 51 ‘West Indien’ on 17 January 1942.  
Despite undertaking to the Kreigsmarine commander Raeder that he would instruct the U-boats to shell 
land-based oil facilities such as tank farms, Dönitz ignored the instruction. 
1919  The Type IX was the most numerous German U-boat in the early war years, having entered service in 
1937.  It was larger and had a longer range than the previous Type VII.  It had a crew of 48 and could carry 
22 torpedoes (or up to 66 mines).  They had diesel engines, used on the surface and to recharge the 
batteries used for submerged operations.  They mounted a 105 mm deck gun as a secondary weapon.  194 
Type IX were built, of which 88% were lost during the war. See: http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-
ix.shtml  
1920  This being before the introduction of milchkühe supply submarines. 

http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-ix.shtml
http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-ix.shtml
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In launching the assault on Caribbean oil, Dönitz had found one of the few true strategic 

chokepoints in the Allied war effort but, fortunately for the Allies, he did not fully realise it 

at the time, and the efforts of the U-boat service was hampered by a number of factors, 

and fell behind in the contest between the U-boats and the ships and aircraft hunting 

them. 

 

Over the first 6 months of Operation Neuland, the U-boats sank 965,000 tons of Allied 

shipping in the Caribbean, of which an 57% were tankers.  The area between Guiana and 

Trinidad was nicknamed “Torpedo Junction”1921. 

 

However, within 18 months of the launch, and despite the initial successes, the assault on 

Caribbean shipping was to become a significant failure1922.  This was due to a number of 

factors, including – 

• the ring of defences designed to protect the Canal and involving the bases on islands 

and mainland North and South America.  In time, a ring of airfields and seaplane bases 

encircled the Caribbean basin – from Cozumel, Mexico, to Waller Field, Trinidad, and 

from San Nicolas, Aruba to San Juan, Puerto Rico; 

• the eventual forging of a united anti-submarine command, first among the Allies 

themselves – US, British, and Dutch – then involving the Caribbean and Latin American 

countries that formed the outer ring of defences (Cuba, Columbia, Venezuela, and, 

outside the Caribbean Basin, Brazil), and between the US Army and Navy;    

• the new and improved equipment available to the Allies, especially in terms of types 

of aircraft, with more effective new types, with radar, longer range and better 

weapons.  Ships had new centimetric radar and aircraft carried ASV radar1923, while 

Leigh lights1924 on aircraft could illuminate U-boats at night – and the associated failure 

 
1921  Ibid 
1922  Ibid. 
1923  The first patrol aircraft equipped with ASV airborne radar were LB-30 Liberators which began to arrive in 
March 1942. 
1924  The Leigh Light was a 22-million candlepower, 24-inch (61 cm) searchlight:  
https://uboat.net/allies/technical/leigh_light.htm  

https://uboat.net/allies/technical/leigh_light.htm
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of the Kreigsmarine to successfully counter improvements in Allied systems and 

tactics; 

• the signals intelligence war - ULTRA decryption of German Enigma radio signals and 

the use of High-Frequency Direction-Finding (or “Huff-Duff”, as the British called it) 

which enabled the Allies were able to triangulate the U-boats’ replies to U-Boat 

Command to within a mile of their source;   

• the distance from home bases involved, and the unsuitability of the clear and shallow 

waters of much of the Caribbean for submarine operations; 

• the stress on crews from heat, humidity and long periods kept closed down – and 

remembering that the small, cramped and smelly U-boat was not a true submarine, 

such as one sees now, but rather a submersible, capable of limited time and 

movement when submerged; 

• disputes between Dönitz and his immediate superior, Raeder, combined with a lack of 

overall tactical objectives; and  

• meddling by Hitler, who had U-boats removed for use elsewhere.   

 

When the improved aircraft, equipment and tactics were combined with inter-island 

human intelligence, long-range and land-based radar, and a command-and-control system 

sited on Panama, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Trinidad, the Caribbean rapidly became an 

American lake.  By July 1943 – 17 months after Neuland started – it has been said that no 

U-boat running on the surface in the Caribbean or in the South Atlantic was safe from 

attack. 

 

In any event, it is said to be likely that the Germans did not apply the size of force 

required, or apply continued pressure, and in the types of boat available probably lacked a 

really suitable weapon for the job. 
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For more detail see - Long Night of the Tankers: Hitler’s War Against Caribbean Oil by 

David J Bercuson and Holger H Herwig (University of Calgary Press, Canada), 20141925.  

 

CONVOY CODES AND TYPES 

 

CP Curacao to Panama Canal  1942  Tanker convoys 

CT Cristobal to Trinidad   June 1942 Single convoy (CT.1) 

CZ Curacao to Cristobal   September 1942 to February 1943 

GP Guantanamo to Panama Canal July-August 1942 

NE New Zealand to Panama Canal 1942-45 

PG Panama Canal to Guantanamo July-August 1942 

ZC Cristobal to Curacao   September 1942 to February 1943 

 

HERMAN THE GERMAN 

 

'Titan' was one of the 4 large floating cranes, and was built in 1941 by Demag Cranes AG in 

the port of Bremen, for the Kriegsmarine.  As Schwimmkran No. 1 it operated in the Baltic 

Sea, mainly assisting U-boats.  

 

At the end of the war. the Allies, as a form of compensation, seized the surviving cranes, 

including the Schwimmkran No.1, which was redesignated YD-171 and nicknamed 

“Herman the German”'1926.  It was dismantled and transported across the Atlantic to Long 

 
1925 https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5rdzf3 
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/49998/UofCPress_LongNightTankers_2014_Backmatter.p
df?sequence=18&isAllowed=y 
1926  Others went to the Soviet Union and the British.  The crane seized by the British served for a time in 
Denmark; it was then sold to France, where it later overturned and ended up sunk in the North Sea.  The 
crane seized by the Soviets was sent from Germany in parts and rebuilt in Leningrad where it was 
temporarily used as an artillery observation tower. Not much was known about this piece until 2015, when 
it was sighted at the Admiralty Shipyards in what is now St Petersburg in Russia. 
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5rdzf3
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/49998/UofCPress_LongNightTankers_2014_Backmatter.pdf?sequence=18&isAllowed=y
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/49998/UofCPress_LongNightTankers_2014_Backmatter.pdf?sequence=18&isAllowed=y
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Beach in California, reassembled and operated there at a shipyard from 1946 to 1994.  It 

was the largest crane in the docks.  

 

Following the closure in 1995 of the US shipyard in Long Beach where it had been 

employed, it was sold to the Panama Canal Commission and transported to the Canal 

Zone, where it remained into the 21st century, serving as the floating crane Titan1927, and 

continued to perform heavy lifts for the maintenance of the locks.  The Panama Canal 

Commission wanted to replace its old Ajax and Hercules cranes. 

 

It was transported on the Sea Swan in 1996, 

and unloaded off the island of Taboga and 

from there was towed to the dredging division. 

It was 112 meters (367.5 feet) high and 

weighed 5,000 tons (4,536 tonnes).  Renamed 

'Titan', it went on to operate in the dredging 

division, in Gamboa, a town 30 minutes from 

Panama City.  It was used for heavy lifts, of 

gates, cranes and even a bridge that was 

removed and removed in several sections - 

each section of the bridge weighing about 220 

tons (199.5 tonnes).  It was able to make lifts of 

up to 340 tons (308 tonnes). 

 

 
1927  It is described as a large, self-propelled crane vessel with the tip of its main boom standing at 374 feet 
above the typical water line. 

https://www.dw.com/es/tit%C3%A1n-la-gr%C3%BAa-nazi-del-canal-de-panam%C3%A1/a-46529975
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The crane has had to be repaired several times, and much of its Nazi symbols or original 

German texts have been removed or replaced.  There is almost nothing left of that era, 

only the anchor and some engines that still 

have German lettering, but everything else 

was changed to English. 

 

The original anchor weighed 2,500 kg (5,511 

lb) and had a swastika on the iron handle. It 

was the most graphic evidence that gives an 

account of the historical past of 'Titan'.1928 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A photograph of 
Titan taken by me in 
2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
1928  https://www.dw.com/es/titán-la-grúa-nazi-del-canal-de-panamá/a-46529975  

https://www.dw.com/es/titán-la-grúa-nazi-del-canal-de-panamá/a-46529975
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NIGHT MISSION OVER THE CARIBBEAN 

 

The official service journal of the USAAF carried an article in April 1943 (reproduced 

below), “Night Mission Over The Caribbean”.  It features a B-18 bomber of the USAAF 

Antisubmarine Command from a squadron attached to the Antilles Air Task Force. 
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Chapter 54 

THE THIRD LOCKS PROJECT 

New Gatun Locks for Third Set of Locks 
project.  Wet excavation, North 
approach.  View of channel at end of FY 
1941.  Drill Boat Terrier No. 2 and 
Dipper Dredge Paraiso in operation. 
(Special Engineering Division Photo) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1936, the Governor of the Panama Canal was authorised by the US Congress and 

directed to investigate the means of increasing the capacity of the Canal for the future 

needs of interoceanic shipping.  He submitted a report in February 1939, saying that 

construction should start within 10-12 years and, for defence security considerations, the 

new locks should be placed some distance from existing ones.  The cost was estimated at 

$277 million1929.   

 

In August 1939, the US Congress authorised the “Third Locks Project”, to provide new, 

larger locks near existing ones at Gatun, Pedro Miguel and Miraflores in order to increase 

the Canal’s capacity.    Excavation began near Miraflores on 1 July 1940, but a severe 

labour shortage hampered the project (exacerbated because the parallel programme to 

improve Canal defences competed for the same labour).   

 
1929  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf
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Dredging the by-pass at Gatun in 
March 1942 

 

 

Associated work included a 

moveable (swing) bridge 

across the Miraflores 

Locks1930 to ensure 

continued road and rail 

access to the west side of 

the Canal, with another 

across the New Gatun Locks 

to allow continued access to 

Gatun town1931. 

 

To cater for the increase in US “Gold roll” workers, a new site called Margarita was laid 

out about 2½ miles (4 km) from Cristobal, with the first buildings occupied in January 1941 

– “tropical” (or “Silver” roll) workers were to be accommodated separately near Gatun.  

Private contractors were to be responsible for buildings for their own employees’ use1932. 

Among the first things that were required were 3 new construction towns (Caecal, Diablo 

Heights, and Margarita) for the estimated 6,300 employees and dependents associated 

with the project.   

 

Changed priorities on the part of the US Navy saw it postponing indefinitely the 

construction of the larger battleships for which the new locks would have been necessary, 

and this effectively ended the Third Locks Project in May 19421933. 

 

 
1930  This swing bridge was completed in August 1942. 
1931  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf  
1932  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf  
1933  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00019286/00001/pdf
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
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The work begun in 1940 would have seen locks large enough to accommodate the 

planned 58,000-ton Montana-class battleships on order in 1940, with construction of 

these locks scheduled to be completed by 19461934.   

 

Separate from Navy plans, the Army had had expressed concerns that a ship transiting the 

Canal could be blown up to destroy one or more of the existing locks, and it had agreed 

with the Navy that a solution was a third set of locks some distance from the others.  

While the project was cancelled after the Navy changed its mind and cancelled the 

planned super battleships, the Army had also become worried that the new locks would 

be a further target in an attempt to drain the Gatun Lake, and so cripple the Canal. 

 

 

Excavations at Gatun, 
March 1941 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An initial appropriation of $15 million was made for the Third Locks through the War 

Department Civil Appropriations Act 1941.  A Special Engineering Division of the 

 
1934   Concern of the threat of Japanese bombing also influenced the plans.  Whilst the new locks were never 
completed, the work undertaken would later assist in the Canal expansion project of the 21st Century.   
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Department of Operation and Maintenance was created to handle the work in close 

cooperation with existing Panama Canal organisations.   

 

Canal employees had been producing plans for the design and construction and selecting 

potential key employees in the US since the authorisation in 1939.   

 

An aerial photo of the Miraflores Locks, the towns of Corozal and Diablo along with Albrook Field can  be 
seen in the distance.  Ancon Hill, Sosa and the Amador Islands are seen in the far distance.  You can make out 
Thatcher Ferry Bridge at the mouth of the Canal.  To the left of the locks is what remains of the Rio Grande 
River which was a key river back before the Canal was flooded.  To the right of the locks is a great view of the 
1940's Third Lock project results which are now being used to help with the new locks being built in 
Panama1935.  

 

One of the preparations involved in planning the new locks involved modification of the 

Liberty Ship design to take cement to Panama.  The Liberty Ship construction programme 

in the US was to produce hundreds of vessels to both replace war losses and provide the 

necessary transportation needed to sustain the war effort and, as well as the standard 

cargo ship layout, there were a number of conversions or modifications.  One such 

 
1935  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof853.htm  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof853.htm
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conversion was as a cement carrier for the Third Locks Project, but no such conversion 

was never carried out.   

 

US naval designers Gibbs & Cox were directed to develop plans for the modified Liberty 

vessels, which were called “EC2”, and would be capable of carrying about 10,000 tons 

(9,072 tonnes) of cement from Houston, Texas to Cristobal.  In order to achieve this the 

ship had to be limited to a fuel capacity for a one-way trip at an average speed of 10 

knots.  4 hulls were designated for such conversion but before work began, the plans for 

the additional locks were dropped, removing the need for such bulk cement carriers.1936 

 

1941 Mack NW dump truck 
in use on the Third Locks 
Project 

 

 
1936  Workhorse of the Fleet A History of the Liberty Ships by Gus Bourneuf Jr (American Bureau of Shipping) 
1990 & 2008: https://ww2.eagle.org/content/dam/eagle/publications/company-information/workhorse-of-
the-fleet-2019.pdf  

https://ww2.eagle.org/content/dam/eagle/publications/company-information/workhorse-of-the-fleet-2019.pdf
https://ww2.eagle.org/content/dam/eagle/publications/company-information/workhorse-of-the-fleet-2019.pdf
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1937 

 

 
1937  http://navy.memorieshop.com/World-Ports/Panama/Third-Locks.html 

http://navy.memorieshop.com/World-Ports/Panama/Third-Locks.html
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The excavations for the Third Locks Project at Cocoli in April 1945 
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ANNEX 1 

SHIPPING LOSSES IN THE CARIBBEAN AREA 

JANUARY 1942-JULY 1944 

Date 
Total 

Caribbean Sea 

Frontier 

(West)  

Caribbean Sea 

Frontier 

(East)  

Panama Sea 

Frontier 

(Atlantic 

Sector) 

Gulf Sea 

Frontier 

(South-East)  

No. Tonnage No. Tonnage No. Tonnage No. Tonnage No. Tonnage 

1942 

Jan. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Feb. 24 118,354 21 103,929 3 14,425 0 0 0 0 

Mar. 17 99,481 15 82,073 2 17,408 0 0 0 0 

Apr. 14  12 n/r 2 n/r 0 0 0 0 

May 58 255,143 35 145,652 9 35,821 0 0 14 73,670 

Jun. 66 314,562 29 136,424 8 53,007 13 69,508 16 55,623 

Jul. 28 132,110 15 82,240 4 15,660 2 5,630 7 28,580 

Aug. 46 241,368 29 161,921 15 76,847 0 0 2 2,600 

Sep. 32 133,450 26 103,003 4 22,725 0 0 2 7,722 

Oct. 16 65,927 10 30,459 6 35,468 0 0 0 0 

Nov. 25 149,077 17 103,508 8 45,569 0 0 0 0 

Dec. 10 49,950 5 24,181 5 25,769 0 0 0 0 

Total 336 1,559,422 214 973,390 66 342,699 15 75,138 41 168,195 

1943 

Jan. 6 33,150 4 23,566 2 9,584 0 0 0 0 

Feb. 3 16,042 1 2,010 2 14,032 0 0 0 0 
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Mar. 8 39,226 5 27,386 2 9,347 0 0 1 2,493 

Apr. 3 15,147 1 7,176 0 0 0 0 2 7,973 

May 2 4,232 2 4,232 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Jun. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Jul. 6 34,806 5 33,165 1 1,641 0 0 0 0 

Aug. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Sep. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Oct. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Nov. 4 13,792 0 0 0 0 4 13,792 0 0 

Dec. 3 21,548 1 10,200 0 0 1 1,176 1 10,172 

Total 35 177,945 19 107,735 7 34,604 5 14,968 4 20,638 

1944 

Jan. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Feb. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Mar. 1 3,401 0 0 0 0 1 3,401 0 0 

Apr. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

May 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Jun. 1 1,516 1 1,516 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Jul. 1 9,887 1 9,887 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 3 14,804 2 11,403 0 0 1 3,401 0 0 

 

1.  The boundary between the western and eastern portions of the Caribbean Sea 
 Frontier is the shipping control line from 65° W, 25°N to 50°20' W, 4°20' N. 
2.  Only that portion of the Gulf Sea Frontier lying south and east of a line drawn from 
 Cape Sable, Florida, to Veracruz, Mexico, is included. 
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Sources: CDC Hist Sect, Anti-Submarine Activities in the CDC, 1941-46, Appendix B1938.  
 

  

 
1938  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-16.html#page431
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ANNEX 2 

PANAMA-FLAG CASUALTIES TO U-BOAT ATTACK IN WORLD WAR 2 

The website lists 82 Panamanian ships as being losses due to U-boats during World War 

21939 - 78 ships sunk (416,682 tons) and 4 ships damaged (38,456 tons). 

 

Date U-boat Commander  Name of ship Tons  Convoy 

18 Feb 1940 U-61  Jürgen Oesten   El Sonador  1,406   

 

24 Jun 1940 U-47  Günther Prien  Cathrine  1,885   

 

2 Jul 1940 U-29  Otto Schuhart   Santa Margarita  4,919   

 

20 Aug 1940 UA Hans Cohausz   Tuira 4,397   OB-198  

20 Sep 1940 U-138  Wolfgang Lüth   Boka  5,560   OB-216  

21 Dec 1940 U-65  Hans-Gerrit von 

Stockhausen  

 Charles Pratt  8,982   

 

 

18 Aug 1941 U-38  Heinrich Schuch   Longtaker  1,700   

 

6 Sep 1941 U-95  Gerd Schreiber   Trinidad 434   

 

11 Sep 1941 U-105  Georg Schewe   Montana  1,549   

 

20 Sep 1941 U-552  Erich Topp  Pink Star  4,150   SC-44  

26 Sep 1941 U-66  Richard Zapp   I.C. White  7,052   

 

17 Oct 1941 U-432  Heinz-Otto 

Schultze 

 Bold Venture  3,222   SC-48  

11 Nov 1941 U-561  Robert Bartels   Meridian 5,592   SC-53  

14 Nov 1941 U-561  Robert Bartels   Crusader  2,939   SC-53  

 
1939  https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php  

https://uboat.net/boats/u61.htm
https://uboat.net/men/oesten.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/265.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u47.htm
https://uboat.net/men/prien.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/382.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u29.htm
https://uboat.net/men/schuhart.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/404.html
https://uboat.net/boats/foreign_ua.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/173.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/471.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=OB-198
https://uboat.net/boats/u138.htm
https://uboat.net/men/luth.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/533.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=OB-216
https://uboat.net/boats/u65.htm
https://uboat.net/men/stockhausen.htm
https://uboat.net/men/stockhausen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/727.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u38.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1139.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1059.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u95.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1121.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1085.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u105.htm
https://uboat.net/men/schewe.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1097.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u552.htm
https://uboat.net/men/topp.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1115.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-44
https://uboat.net/boats/u66.htm
https://uboat.net/men/zapp.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1138.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u432.htm
https://uboat.net/men/schultze_heinz-otto.htm
https://uboat.net/men/schultze_heinz-otto.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1162.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-48
https://uboat.net/boats/u561.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/43.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1199.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-53
https://uboat.net/boats/u561.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/43.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1202.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-53
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php
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13 Jan 1942 U-130  Ernst Kals   Friar Rock  5,427   SC-64  

14 Jan 1942 U-43  Wolfgang Lüth   Chepo  5,707   ON-55  

14 Jan 1942 U-123  Reinhard Hardegen   Norness  9,577   

 

22 Jan 1942 U-66  Richard Zapp   Olympic 5,335   

 

4 Feb 1942 U-103  Werner Winter  San Gil  3,627   

 

6 Feb 1942 U-109  Heinrich Bleichrodt   Halcyon  3,531   

 

16 Feb 1942 U-108  Klaus Scholtz   Ramapo  2,968   

 

23 Feb 1942 U-502  Jürgen von 

Rosenstiel  

 Thalia 8,329   

 

28 Feb 1942 U-129  Asmus Nicolai 

Clausen  

 Bayou  2,605   

 

8 Mar 1942 U-126  Ernst Bauer   Esso Bolivar (d.) 10,389   

 

9 Mar 1942 U-126  Ernst Bauer   Hanseat  8,241   

 

14 Mar 1942 U-67  Günther Müller-

Stöckheim 

 Penelope 8,436   

 

27 Mar 1942 U-160  Georg Lassen   Equipoise  6,210   

 

12 Apr 1942 U-203  Rolf Mützelburg  Stanvac 

Melbourne (d.) 

10,013   

 

13 Apr 1942 U-435  Siegfried Strelow   El Occidente  6,008   QP-10  

16 Apr 1942 U-572  Heinz Hirsacker   Desert Light  2,368   

 

17 Apr 1942 U-66  Richard Zapp   Heinrich von 

Riedemann  

11,020   

 

21 Apr 1942 U-84  Horst Uphoff   Chenango  3,014   

 

https://uboat.net/boats/u130.htm
https://uboat.net/men/kals.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1245.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-64
https://uboat.net/boats/u43.htm
https://uboat.net/men/luth.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1246.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ON-55
https://uboat.net/boats/u123.htm
https://uboat.net/men/hardegen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1248.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u66.htm
https://uboat.net/men/zapp.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1279.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u103.htm
https://uboat.net/men/winter.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1311.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u109.htm
https://uboat.net/men/bleichrodt.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1318.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u108.htm
https://uboat.net/men/scholtz.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1338.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u502.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rosenstiel.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rosenstiel.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1369.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u129.htm
https://uboat.net/men/clausen.htm
https://uboat.net/men/clausen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1388.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u126.htm
https://uboat.net/men/bauer.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1412.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u126.htm
https://uboat.net/men/bauer.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1416.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u67.htm
https://uboat.net/men/mueller.htm
https://uboat.net/men/mueller.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1437.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u160.htm
https://uboat.net/men/lassen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1477.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u203.htm
https://uboat.net/men/muetzelburg.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2153.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2153.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u435.htm
https://uboat.net/men/strelow.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1533.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=QP-10
https://uboat.net/boats/u572.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/495.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1541.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u66.htm
https://uboat.net/men/zapp.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1547.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1547.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u84.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1295.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1557.html
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29 Apr 1942 U-66  Richard Zapp   Harry G. Seidel  10,354   

 

9 May 1942 U-564  Reinhard Suhren   Lubrafol  7,138   

 

12 May 1942 U-94  Otto Ites   Cocle 5,630   ONS-92  

20 May 1942 U-155  Adolf Cornelius 

Piening 

 Sylvan Arrow  7,797   OT-1 

23 May 1942 U-155  Adolf Cornelius 

Piening 

 Watsonville  2,220   

 

25 May 1942 U-593  Gerd Kelbling  Persephone (t.) 8,426   

 

1 Jun 1942 U-107  Harald Gelhaus   Bushranger 4,536   

 

6 Jun 1942 U-68  Karl-Friedrich 

Merten 

 C.O. Stillman 13,006   

 

7 Jun 1942 U-158  Erwin Rostin   Hermis 5,234   

 

11 Jun 1942 U-158  Erwin Rostin   Sheherazade  13,467   

 

15 Jun 1942 U-502  Jürgen von 

Rosenstiel  

 Cold Harbor  5,010   

 

17 Jun 1942 U-158  Erwin Rostin   San Blas  3,601   

 

23 Jun 1942 U-68  Karl-Friedrich 

Merten 

 Arriaga  2,345   

 

25 Jun 1942 U-404  Otto von Bülow   Nordal  3,845   

 

3 Jul 1942 U-161  Albrecht Achilles   San Pablo (t.) 3,305   

 

6 Jul 1942 U-154  Walther Kölle   Lalita  65   

 

10 Jul 1942 U-251  Heinrich Timm   El Capitan  5,255   PQ-17  

11 Jul 1942 U-203  Rolf Mützelburg  Stanvac 

Palembang  

10,013   

 

https://uboat.net/boats/u66.htm
https://uboat.net/men/zapp.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1574.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u564.htm
https://uboat.net/men/suhren.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1620.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u94.htm
https://uboat.net/men/ites.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1632.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ONS-92
https://uboat.net/boats/u155.htm
https://uboat.net/men/piening.htm
https://uboat.net/men/piening.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1681.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=OT-1
https://uboat.net/boats/u155.htm
https://uboat.net/men/piening.htm
https://uboat.net/men/piening.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1695.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u593.htm
https://uboat.net/men/kelbling.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1705.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u107.htm
https://uboat.net/men/gelhaus.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1727.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u68.htm
https://uboat.net/men/merten.htm
https://uboat.net/men/merten.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1749.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u158.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rostin.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1754.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u158.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rostin.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1789.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u502.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rosenstiel.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rosenstiel.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1809.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u158.htm
https://uboat.net/men/rostin.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1824.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u68.htm
https://uboat.net/men/merten.htm
https://uboat.net/men/merten.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1839.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u404.htm
https://uboat.net/men/buelow.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1848.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u161.htm
https://uboat.net/men/achilles.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1881.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u154.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/635.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1895.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u251.htm
https://uboat.net/men/timm.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1916.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=PQ-17
https://uboat.net/boats/u203.htm
https://uboat.net/men/muetzelburg.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1919.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1919.html
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15 Jul 1942 U-576  Hans-Dieter 

Heinicke 

 J.A. 

Mowinckel (d.) 

11,147   KS-520  

16 Jul 1942 U-160  Georg Lassen   Beaconlight  6,926   

 

18 Jul 1942 U-160  Georg Lassen   Carmona  5,496   

 

30 Aug 1942 U-66  Friedrich 

Markworth 

 Sir Huon 6,049   

 

31 Aug 1942 U-609  Klaus Rudloff   Capira  5,625   SC-97  

12 Sep 1942 U-515  Werner Henke   Stanvac 

Melbourne 

10,013   

 

13 Sep 1942 U-594  Friedrich Mumm   Stone Street  6,131   ON-127  

13 Sep 1942 U-515  Werner Henke   Nimba  1,854   

 

26 Sep 1942 U-175  Heinrich Bruns   Tambour  1,827   

 

2 Oct 1942 U-175  Heinrich Bruns   Aneroid 5,074   

 

7 Oct 1942 U-172  Carl Emmermann   Firethorn 4,700   

 

11 Oct 1942 U-615  Ralph Kapitzky   El Lago  4,221   ONS-

136  

3 Nov 1942 U-160  Georg Lassen   Leda  8,546   TAG-18  

8 Nov 1942 U-181  Wolfgang Lüth   Plaudit 5,060   

 

12 Nov 1942 U-224  Hans-Karl Kosbadt   Buchanan  5,614   

 

14 Nov 1942 U-134  Rudolf Schendel   Scapa Flow  4,827   

 

2 Dec 1942 U-181  Wolfgang Lüth   Amarylis 4,328   

 

 

9 Jan 1943 U-522  Herbert Schneider   Norvik 10,034   TM-1 

https://uboat.net/boats/u576.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/445.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/445.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1936.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1936.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=KS-520
https://uboat.net/boats/u160.htm
https://uboat.net/men/lassen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1940.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u160.htm
https://uboat.net/men/lassen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/1943.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u66.htm
https://uboat.net/men/markworth.htm
https://uboat.net/men/markworth.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2106.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u609.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1035.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2111.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-97
https://uboat.net/boats/u515.htm
https://uboat.net/men/henke.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2153.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2153.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u594.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/859.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2161.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ON-127
https://uboat.net/boats/u515.htm
https://uboat.net/men/henke.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2158.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u175.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/144.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2215.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u175.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/144.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2232.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u172.htm
https://uboat.net/men/emmermann.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2237.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u615.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/581.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2261.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ONS-136
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ONS-136
https://uboat.net/boats/u160.htm
https://uboat.net/men/lassen.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2364.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=TAG-18
https://uboat.net/boats/u181.htm
https://uboat.net/men/luth.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2391.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u224.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/653.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2415.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u134.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1075.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2424.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u181.htm
https://uboat.net/men/luth.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2483.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u522.htm
https://uboat.net/men/schneider.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2582.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=TM-1


988 
 

17 Jan 1943 U-268  Ernst Heydemann   Vestfold  14,547   HX-222  

21 Feb 1943 U-664  Adolf Graef   H.H. Rogers  8,807   ONS-

167  

23 Feb 1943 U-223  Karl-Jürg Wächter   Winkler 6,907   ON-166  

23 Feb 1943 U-628  Heinrich 

Hasenschar 

 Winkler (d.) 6,907   ON-166  

17 Mar 1943 U-338  Manfred Kinzel  Granville 4,071   SC-122  

20 Mar 1943 U-516  Gerhard Wiebe   Nortun 3,663   CN-13  

4 May 1943 U-129  Hans-Ludwig Witt   Panam  7,277   NK-538  

3 Jun 1943 U-119  Horst-Tessen von 

Kameke  

 Halma [Mine] 2,937   BX-55  

13 Nov 1943 U-516  Hans-Rutger 

Tillessen  

 Pompoon 1,082   

 

8 Dec 1943 U-516  Hans-Rutger 

Tillessen  

 Colombia  1,064   

 

 

7 Mar 1944 U-518  Hans-Werner 

Offermann  

 Valera  3,401   

 

26 Apr 1944 U-859  Johann Jebsen   Colin 6,255   SC-157  

5 Jun 1944 U-539  Hans-Jürgen 

Lauterbach-Emden  

 Pillory 1,517   

 

 

28 Feb 1945 U-1022  Hans-Joachim 

Ernst 

 Alcedo  1,392   UR-155  

  455,138 
   

https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php  

https://uboat.net/boats/u268.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/480.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2593.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=HX-222
https://uboat.net/boats/u664.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/373.html
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https://uboat.net/boats/u223.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1311.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2683.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ON-166
https://uboat.net/boats/u628.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/428.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/428.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2683.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=ON-166
https://uboat.net/boats/u338.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/608.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2784.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-122
https://uboat.net/boats/u516.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1346.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2816.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=CN-13
https://uboat.net/boats/u129.htm
https://uboat.net/men/witt.htm
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2911.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=NK-538
https://uboat.net/boats/u119.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/578.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/578.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/2944.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=BX-55
https://uboat.net/boats/u516.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1275.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1275.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/3126.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u516.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1275.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/1275.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/3146.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u518.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/895.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/895.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/3212.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u859.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/548.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/3237.html
https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=SC-157
https://uboat.net/boats/u539.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/707.html
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/707.html
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/ship/3256.html
https://uboat.net/boats/u1022.htm
https://uboat.net/men/commanders/259.html
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https://uboat.net/ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=UR-155
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php
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Annex 3 

A SUMMARY GUIDE TO CERTAIN PLACES IN PANAMA1940 
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-

alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html  

 

This map is similar to those attached to Annex A of the 1977 Treaty1941, which was concerned with 

an agreement in implantation of Articles III (Canal Operation and Management) and IV (Protection and 

Defense) of the Treaty.  Known as “the Treaty map”, it shows – 

• the original Panama Canal Zone (in white); 

• the major US military installations and facilities (brown for Defence Sites; green for 

Military Areas of Coordination); and 

• the principal Panama Canal Commission (PCC) facilities (red for PCC housing areas; pinfor 

Canal Operating Area), 

as defined in the Treaty. 

It shows what remained in US control after 1 October 1979, when the Canal Zone was 

abolished with the implementation of the Treaty 

 
1940  https://panama.lindahall.org/what-was-what/  
1941  https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rlnks/11936.htm  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
https://panama.lindahall.org/what-was-what/
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rlnks/11936.htm
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Aguadulce Army 
Airfield 

Aka Airdrome Aguadulce, a USAAF airfield established on 1 April 194, 
in Coclé Province, on the Pacific side, west of Panama City. 
The Brazilian Air Force contingent also trained here1942.  USAAF units 
based there were – 
74th Bombardment Squadron – 8 November-11 December 1941 (B-18) 
                                                         13 February-1 May 1945 (B-24) 
59th Bombardment Squadron – 11 December 1941-19 February 1942 
29th Bombardment Squadron – 16 June 1942-29 March 1943 (B-18 and 
                                                         A-17) 
30th Fighter Squadron – 10 February 1943-25 January 1945 (P-40)                 
At the end of World War 2, it was reduced in scope, with only a 
skeleton staff. 
It closed on 1 March 1948, as the US military withdrew from bases in 
the Republic.  For several years, it was used as a civil airport, but was 
later closed, and abandoned, with the runway still visible but in poor 
condition, although in 2020 it was said to be still in use. 

 

 
30th Fighter Squadron P-40 and UC-78 at Aguadulce 

Albrook Field Close to Panama City (about 1 mile (1.5 km) west of the city centre) 
and Balboa. 
Construction was authorised by Congress in 1928, and $1.9 million was 
appropriated. Actual construction began in 1930 and most works were 
completed in 1932. It was commissioned as the Albrook Army 
Airfield in April 1932 as an active airfield. 
Due to limits on the expansion at Albrook Field, in 1938 it was 
recommended that a new airfield be created on Government-owned 
land1943 at Bruja Point, 2½ miles (4 km) west of Balboa (this became 
Howard Field – see below). 
It became Albrook Air Force Base on 26 March1948.  In 1975 the 
facility was downgraded to Albrook Air Force Station when the control 
tower was closed and Air Force aircraft and units moved to Howard. 
Albrook ceased to be used as an airline terminal in 19491944, and it 
closed as a USAF facility in 1997.   

 
1942  See Chapter 51. 
1943  Part of it had been set aside for a naval radio station. 
1944  https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm  

https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm
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It is now Albrook Marcos A Gelabert International Airport1945 having 
taken over from the airport at Punta Paitilla in 1999. 
The Panama Air Depot (PAD) was adjacent to Albrook1946. 
The airstrip and adjacent hangars and buildings were transferred to 
Panama in, 1979, along with the adjacent the PAD Area. 
The Army & Air Force Exchange Service (aka the PX) operated an 
"Albrook Mall" in various buildings at the airbase, that was one of the 
primary shopping areas available to US troops stationed there (not just 
USAF). 

 

 
Tokens used between 1930 when the NCO Club at Albrook Field was built, and 

1949 when it became Albrook Air Force Base1947 

 

Albrook Airfield construction, 3 July 1940 

 
1945  Named in honour of Panamanian aviator Marcos A. Gelabert, whose contributions to Panamanian 
aviation included founding Panama's first airline and first school for training pilots. 
1946  See Chapter 23. 
1947  http://www.coins-of-panama.com/military/mt51-05.html  

http://www.coins-of-panama.com/military/mt51-05.html
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Almirante1948 On the Caribbean coast and near the Costa Rican border in the west of 
Panama in Boca del Toro Province.   
There was a small refuelling base for PT Boats established here in 
Summer 1943  

 

 

Ancón A town and corregimiento1949 adjacent to (and part) Panama City, and 
near the Pacific entrance to the Canal.  It was the site of French and US 
hospitals and housing for workers during construction of the Canal.  
This construction included the Gorgas Hospital. 
Dominated by Ancón Hill (see below), which includes Quarry Heights 
(see below). 

 
1948  Spanish for “Admiral”. 
1949  An administrative area, and the equivalent of suburb. 
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Aerial photo of Gorgas Hospital in Ancón before World War 2 

Ancón Hill Cerro Ancón in Spanish, this is a 653-feet (199 meter) hill the is 
adjacent to the township of Ancón (see above), and in the highest 
point in Panama City – flying the largest Panamanian flag in the 
country. 
More than 3 million cubic yards of rock were extracted for the 
construction of the Canal, with administrative offices, hospitals and 
residences built in the excavated areas. 
Quarry Heights (see below) is on Ancón Hill. 
It remained under US jurisdiction as part of the Canal Zone until 
returned to Panama in 1977.  
Largely undeveloped, the area is now a nature reserve (since 2001).  

Anton Army Airfield An auxiliary USAAF airfield to Howard Field (see below), during the war 
it hosted – 
30th Fighter Squadron – 3 January-10 February 1943 (P-40) 
29th Bombardment Squadron – 29 March-13 May 1943 (A-17) 
Located in Coclé Province on the southern coast, near the Pacific 
entrance to the Canal and Panama City, it was close to Albrook Airfield 
and is adjacent to the current Corozal passenger terminal of the 
Panama Railroad. 

Arraijan Tank Farm This formed part of the Rodman Naval Station (see below). 
It is located on west side of the Canal, and was an underground bulk 
fuel storage installation, built in 1942 near Howard Field. 
See Chapter 39. 

Aspinwall The original name given by the US emigre community to Colón, being a 
city founded by the US in 1850 as the Atlantic terminal of the Panama 
Railroad.  It was always called Colón (in the Hispanic form of 
Columbus). 

Balboa1950 Capital of the Canal Zone.  A town at the Pacific entrance to the Canal, 
it was home to the administrative headquarters of the Canal Zone, 

 
1950  The town of Balboa included schools, post office, police and fire stations, commissary, cafeteria, movie 
theatre, service centre, bowling alley, and other recreational facilities and company stores, 2 private banks, 
a credit union, a Jewish Welfare Board, several Christian denomination churches, civic clubs (such as the Elks 
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home to substantial docks and a US Navy base.  It was founded by the 
US during construction of the Canal. 
Around 1914, the earliest naval installation in the Canal Zone was 
established as the Balboa Naval Radio Station in land separated from 
Fort Amador for use by the US Navy.  The naval station was soon 
renamed the 15th Naval District and was subsequently expanded 
considerably1951, and the Radio Station became US Navy 
Communications Station (NAVCOMMSTA) by World War 21952.   
Since 31 December 1999, Balboa has been a district of Panama City 

and headquarters of the Panama Canal Authority, as well as having 
large docks and container port facility. 

 

 
Balboa and Albrook Field 

Baltra Island Aka Isla Baltra (in Spanish) or South Seymour1953; Site of USAAF base 
Seymour Island Airfield (or “Base Beta” – see below) on the Galapagos 
Islands (see below)1954.  It is a small flat island located near the centre 
of the Galápagos Island. 
The first US personnel arrived on 9 April 1942. The US built a water 
pipeline from the highlands to Wreck Bay on San Cristobal Island and 
used barges to transport it to Baltra Island. 
By 30 September 1945, most personnel had been withdrawn and only 
a housekeeping staff remained. The military facility was deactivated 
on 30 April 1946, leaving a communications unit which deactivated on 
29 February 1948.  
During the war it was host to – 
52nd Fighter Squadron – 5 June-1 December 1942 (P-40) 
51st Fighter Squadron – 9 December 1942-4 March 1944 (P-40) 
3rd Bombardment Squadron – 4 May 1942-12 March 1943 (LB-30) 
29th Bombardment Squadron – 13 May 1943-10 April 1944; and 

 
Club and the Knights of Columbus), a Masonic Lodge, a YMCA, several historic monuments, and a miniature 
Statue of Liberty donated by the Boy Scouts of America. 
1951  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/37 
1952  http://navy-radio.com/commsta/balboa.htm  
1953  Being named after Lord Hugh Seymour, a 19th Century Royal navy admiral. 
1954  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/p/base-beta-galapagos.html  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/37
http://navy-radio.com/commsta/balboa.htm
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/p/base-beta-galapagos.html
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                                                        29 April-October 1945 (B-24) 
45th Bombardment Squadron – 18 February-22 May 1943 (LB-30) 
74th Bombardment Squadron – 21 August 1944-13 February 1945  
                                                         (B-24) 
397th Bombardment Squadron – 7 April 1944-6 February 1945  
                                                         (B-24) 
Its airstrip is now one of 2 serving the Islands (until 1986 it was the 
only one). 

 

 
Baltra in the 1940s 
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 Baltra Island 

Barranquilla1955 The capital of the Atlántico Department of Colombia in the Caribbean 
coast region.  During the war it was home to a US Navy air base, and 
Navy blimps (in 1943-44); the US forces using Soledad Airport1956.  
It served as a Navy base for patrols over the Caribbean shipping lanes 
leading to the Canal and to the Colombian oil ports.  
The airport was shared by Navy and Pan American Airways.  
The modernisation Soledad Airport had been financed by the US 
Navy1957. 
A Navy refuelling unit for patrol aircraft was established at Soledad 
Airport in May 1943, Avianca (who owned the airport) having granted 
permission to use the landing field without charge and to erect 
necessary temporary buildings. 
The original naval base consisted of 15 wooden huts with canvas tops, 
used as barracks, dispensary, repair shop, ordnance shack, 
storehouses, and a water tank, all built by Avianca under contract. As 
strong trade winds repeatedly tore off canvas roofs, they were 
replaced with tile the following spring. 
In May 1944, the base was designated a naval auxiliary air facility and 
enlarged to care for patrol bombers and a blimp1958.  It was thought 
that existing structures should be replaced by permanent ones, but 
that plan was abandoned and more temporary buildings were added 
to those already in use. 
Expansion was completed in October 1944.  However, the following 
month, patrol operations in the Atlantic were curtailed, and both 
landplane and blimp detachments were withdrawn. The base then 
continued on a maintenance status until its disestablishment in March 
1945. 

  

 
1955  https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-
the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html  
1956 In May 1943, a refuelling unit for Navy land-based patrol bombers was established at Barranquilla, 
Colombia, using the existing Soledad Airport, whose modernisation had previously been financed by the US 
Navy. 
1957  This included asphalting turf runway and building a brick control tower. Avianca's facilities included 2 
hangars and a repair shop. 
1958  Equipment being transferred in August 1943 from the blimp base at Mandinga in Panama. 

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/b/building-the-navys-bases/building-the-navys-bases-vol-2.html
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Base Beta The USAAF base on Galapagos Islands.  “Beta” was the codename for 
Baltra Island. 

Bruja Military 
Reservation 

Original name of Fort Kobbe (see below). 

Bruja Point Airfield The original name for what became Howard Field (see below). 

Calzada Larga  Later renamed Madden Army Airfield (see below) 
“Long causeway” is in the province of Panama, and was used 1942-44, 
including for the training of glider transport pilots1959. 
Calzada Larga Airport remains as a small airfield near the town.  During 
the war it was used as the Calzada Army Airfield by the 29th Fighter 
Squadron from 17 May 1942 to 25 March 1944, including for flying 
anti-submarine patrols using A-24 dive-bombers. 

Camp Chiva In Panama Province.  It included a Canal Zone Police substation (which 
was turned over to the military police at the end of April 1944). 

Camp Colner Formerly Camp Randolph (see below).   

Camp Diablo See Diablo/Diablo Heights below. 

Camp Elliott See Camp Gaillard 

Camp Empire A former Canal construction-era community at Balboa, it and Culebra 
were taken over by the Army in November 1914.   
It was used for internment of enemy aliens during World War 2. 

Camp Gaillard This was established as one of the original US Marine bases in 1904, 
but was no longer in Army use as an active base by World War 2.   
As Camp Elliott it was near the town of Culebra on the west bank of 
the Canal.  Culebra (like Empire) was handed over to the Army, after 
completion of Canal construction work, in March 19151960 and its land 
and buildings incorporated into Camp Elliott.   
Camp Elliott was renamed Camp Gaillard1961 but then deactivated in 
1927 and the land used as an artillery range called Empire Range1962 
(see below). 

Camp Gatun The original name for Fort Davis (see below). 

Camp Otis This was another former US Marines base, located east of Camp 
Elliott/Camp Gaillard and established in 1904, but later deactivated in 
19171963. 

Camp Paraiso See Paraiso 

Camp Pelado 
Ammunition Depot 
Military Reservation 

Aka Cerro Pelado Ammunition Depot; established in 1938 and of 278.6 
acres (112.7 hectares) as an ammunition depot for the Canal Zone. 
Cerro Pelado is a steep hill in Gamboa.  It now belongs in part to the 
Technological University of Panama (UTP), the Smithsonian Tropical 
Research Institute (STRI) and the Panama Canal Authority (ACP).  

 
1959  See Chapter 17. 
1960  It was the policy of the government of the Canal Zone to hand over to the Army buildings and properties 
not required once the construction era was over: 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/59 
1961  In honour of Colonel Gaillard, who had been responsible for construction of the Culebra Cut. 
1962  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61 
1963  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/59
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61
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Camp Randolph This area in Colón Province was originally known as Camp Randolph.  It 
acquired a new name in 1942 from Lieutenant Commander Richard T 
Colner of the US Navy Corps of Engineers.  The name change resulted 
from the fact that the offices of the Construction Engineering District 
of Panama occupied the site Colner had died in 1933 when 
department engineer in the Canal Zone.  By 1935, the Navy had 
transferred the site to the Canal Zone authorities and it became the 
second suburb of Silver City. 
The population of Silver City (never an official name) was boosted in 
1940 by people relocating after the serious fire in Colón in 1940. 
After the transfer, the original Army buildings were replaced by 
“experimental housing” designed for Silver Roll workers.  In the 1950s, 
the painting of the buildings in a variety of colours led to it being 
dubbed “Rainbow City”.  In 1952, the Silver Roll residents were 
surveyed and the name Rainbow City became officially adopted.  It 
went on to become one of the first parts of the Canal Zone to revert 
to the Republic following the 1977 Treaties and, after 1979, it changed 
name once more, to the Spanish equivalent – Arco Iris1964. 

Camp Rousseau1965 During the early 1940s a hospital facility was built at Camp Rousseau, 
adjacent to the Canal, on a 77-acre (31 hectare) site and between 
Rodman Naval Station and the town of Cocoli.   
Unlike the 2 other hospitals built at the same time, this was a 
temporary construction. 
Declared surplus after the war, it was converted into 72 housing units 
in 1947-481966, with what had been wards converted into apartments.  
The Civil Aviation Administration (later the FAA) took over the site in 
the 1950s.  The housing was demolished in 1962, with the entire 
population moved to the new town of Cardenas.   
In 1979-99, it was used by the Army, with the Navy’s permission, as a 
storage and staging area for exercises, and was finally handed over to 
Panama in 1999. 

 
1964  https://www.elistmopty.com/2017/10/una-historia-bien-interesante-de-los.html  
1965  It was named for Rear Admiral Henry H Rousseau, a member of the Isthmian Canal Commission.  He had 
been responsible for the design and construction of all terminals, wharves, coaling stations, dry docks, 
machine shops and a warehouse associated with the construction of the Canal. 
1966  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63 

https://www.elistmopty.com/2017/10/una-historia-bien-interesante-de-los.html
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63
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Cerro Ancón See Ancón Hill 

Cerro Luisa Hill on east bank of Canal, overlooking the town of Pedro Miguel.  The 
“Killer Curtain” was suspended between here and Cerro Paraiso 

Cerro Paraiso Aka Paraiso Hill; on the west bank of Canal.  The “Killer Curtain” was 
suspended between here and Cerro Paraiso near Pedro Miguel 
Locks.1967 

An inclined railway was built to allow the engineers to build an 
anti-aircraft weapon position on the top of the hill, as this was 
considered a strategic position. 
In 2007, the hill was levelled as part of the Canal expansion project. 

Cerro Pelado 
Ammunition Depot 
Military Reservation 

See Camp Pelado Ammunition Depot Military Reservation. 

Cerro Tigre Ordnance 
Depot 

Located near Madden Dam in 1930 and an ammunition handling and 
storage support facility.   

Chagres River A river that provides a water supply for the Canal locks. The US built 2 
dams on the river, at Gatun to form Gatun Lake and the Madden Dam 
east of the Canal. 

Chame Airfield aka Chame Airdrome or Chame Airfield #1.  It is located in the Chame 
District in Panama Oeste, 2.5 miles (4 km) inland from Panama Bay, in 
the province of Panama Oeste; 42 miles (67 km) from Panama City.  It 
was used as an auxiliary airfield of Howard Field 1942-45; and was 
home to the 14th Fighter Squadron (January-November 1942) and 28th 
Fighter Squadron (from November 1942 - September 1945). 
The 1,200-feet (366 meters) runway is extant and is in use, as of 2021.  
Also in 2021, the “airport”, with the hangar converted into a residence 
was being advertised for sale as a “pilot’s paradise”1968 

 
1967  See Chapter 6. 
1968  https://regionpanama.com/estate_property/chame-airport-home-with-hangar-id-cc-10-cha4/  

https://regionpanama.com/estate_property/chame-airport-home-with-hangar-id-cc-10-cha4/
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Chiva Chiva Used as a training area, and located on the Pacific side of the country, 

near Fort Clayton. 
Postwar it became the Chiva Chiva Antenna Farm, with towers and 
facilities of the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS)1969 on the 
Pacific side of the Chiva Chiva Training Area. 

Chorrera This airfield was about 40 miles (64 km) from Balboa and on the 
southern side of the Canal, and consisted of an emergency fighter 
airfield with hard runways.  It was a sub-base for Albrook Field, being 
used for dispersal and overflow.  The USAAF units assigned to it were – 
30th Fighter Squadron – 24 November 1941-3 January 1943 (P-40) 
31st Fighter Squadron – 9-23 December 1941; and 3 Febriary-19 May 
                                           1942 (P-40); 
24th Fighter Squadron – March-September 1942; and 10 January-28  
                                           May 1943 (P-39); 
28th Fighter Squadron – 26 March-2 May 1942 (P-40); 
15th Fighter Squadron – 2 January-10 November 1942 (P-39); 
53rd Fighter Squadron – 7 January-8 June 1943 (P-40); 
43rd Fighter Squadron – 6 April-29 August 1944 (P-39). 
It was occupied for a short time in 1944 by the Navy, who set up 2 
portable stick masts, together with special helium equipment to 
service blimps.   
The station was officially disestablished in November 19451970. 
There is now a sizeable city of Chorrera (or La Chorrera), which is the 
capital of Panama Oeste Province. 

 

 
1969  FBIS was an open-source intelligence component of the CIA Directorate of Science and Technology. It 
monitored, translated, and disseminated within the US Government openly available news and information 
from media sources outside the US.  It began in 1941, under the FCC, as the Foreign Broadcast Monitoring 
Service, with a role of providing translations of radio broadcasts from selected foreign countries.  It 
transferred to the Army at the end of the war, and to the new CIA in 1947: 
https://guides.lib.uw.edu/research/govpubs-quick-links/FBIS  
1970  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

https://guides.lib.uw.edu/research/govpubs-quick-links/FBIS
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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Cocoli One of 3 new towns built by the Canal’s Building Division, alongside 
the expansion of existing ones in the expansion programme launched 
in the lead up to war.1971 
Originally authorised in support of the planned Third Locks Project, as 
increased housing was expected as a consequence.  It was to consist of 
Cocoli Gold (for US citizens) and Cocoli Silver (for non-US citizens).  It 
was acquired from the Panama Canal Company by the US Navy in 
1951, and transferred to the US Army (with its greater housing 
requirements) in 19651972. 

Cocoli Housing 
Community 

See above 

Coco Solo See Chapter 13 on Coco Solo 

 

 
Coco Solo in 1941 

Colón The Spanish form of “Columbus”, and also originally known as 
Aspinwall to the US émigré population after it was founded in 1889 as 
the Atlantic end of the Panama Railroad. 
In 1940, a massive fire destroyed a third of the city1973. 

Corinto Corinto is on the Pacific coast of Nicaragua, and is now the country’s 
most important port.  Corinto Bay is sheltered. 
The US Navy flying-boat base at the Gulf of Fonseca (see below) 
moved to the more sheltered Corinto in 1943.  Used by flying-boats 
and PT boats, it closed in 1946. 

Corozal A sub-installation of Fort Clayton (see below), and had been used as a 
settlement by the Isthmian Canal Commission (and original developed 
for the railroad) until turned over to the Army as construction of the 
Canal was completed.  It was divided into West Corozal and East 
Corozal. 

 

 
1971  See the footnote for Diablo below. 
1972  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/49 
1973  A routine threat in Colón, it seemed.  Much of it was destroyed in the Colombian Civil War in 1885, and 
it suffered another massive fire in 1915.  The 1940 fire became known as The Great Colón Fire.  There is a 
monument dedicated to firefighters, dating from 1928. 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/49
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Military movie theatre in 1940s Corozal 

Corozal American 
Cemetery1974 

Corozal American Cemetery is managed by American Battle 
Monuments Commission.  The Cemetery and Memorial comprises the 
17 acres (6.9 hectares) that was the “Gold Roll” section of the 
cemetery traditionally reserved for white US citizens.  Buried at the 
Cemetery are US servicemen who served during the Mexican – 
American War, the Civil War, World War 1, World War 2 and other 
major conflicts. It is in the city of Corozal, about 3 miles (4.8 km) from 
Panama City.1975 
Adjacent is the former “Silver Roll” employees’ cemetery, much larger. 

Cristóbal A Port that is adjacent to the city of Colón on the Atlantic entrance to 
the Canal.  Both Cristóbal and Colón were named after Christopher 
Columbus.  The original, Old Cristóbal, was first built by the Panama 
Railroad Company in the 1850s, as its headquarters and port of arrival 
for railway travellers, and expanded in the 1880s. It was also the port 
of entry for construction equipment and materials for Canal 
construction, most Canal workers, and supplies and provisions for 
them and their dependents. 
Its assets included ship-repair facilities serving the Atlantic end of the 
Canal were at Cristobal, including a graving dock, marine railways and 
wharf.  It was equipped with fuel, diesel-oil, and gasoline pipelines to 
facilitate the transfer of liquid fuel to the Gatun tank farm1976. 

 
1974  http://www.interment.net/data/panama/panama/corozal-american-cemetery/records-h-j.htm  
1975  http://www.interment.net/data/panama/panama/corozal-american-
cemetery/Corozal_Brochure_Mar2018.pdf  
1976  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

http://www.interment.net/data/panama/panama/corozal-american-cemetery/records-h-j.htm
http://www.interment.net/data/panama/panama/corozal-american-cemetery/Corozal_Brochure_Mar2018.pdf
http://www.interment.net/data/panama/panama/corozal-american-cemetery/Corozal_Brochure_Mar2018.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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Cristóbal is now part of the city of Colón, but it is also the name of the 
district which encompasses the Atlantic Side portions of the former 
Canal Zone. 
See the map below 

 

 
The Royal Mail Lines building in the heart of Cristobal's "Steamship Row." 
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Map showing the port facilities constructed at Cristobal (left middle) in Limon Bay, which was part of the 
Canal Zone. Colon lies within the Republic of Panama (Canal Zone, 1947)1977. 

 

Culebra Cut A 9-mile (14.5 km) channel of the Panama Canal dug through the 
Continental Divide.  In 1915, President Wilson changed the name to 
Gaillard Cut in honour of David Gaillard, the engineer in charge of 
excavation who died before the Cut’s completion; and it was called this 
from 1915 to 2000.  After the Canal handover to Panama in 1999, the 
name was changed back to Culebra (Corte Culebra in Spanish). 

Culebra Island Another island in the chain linked as part of Fort Amador in Panama Bay.  
This was where one of the 14-inch (355 mm) railway guns could be used 
and, when in use was designated Battery No.8. 
The railway line ran back along the Causeway, behind the Fort Amador 
barracks and along the shore by the Canal Zone College to the docks area 
at Balboa, where it connected to the Panama Railroad.1978 

Curundu Curundu Military Reservation was established in 1919 (though not 
officially named until 1934, and originally its name was spelled 
“Corundu”).   
It originally encompassed Fort Clayton and Albrook Field, as well as the 
Panama Ordnance Depot – all of which later separated.  Camp Paraiso 
was a sub-post and located near the town of Pedro Miguel1979.   
Most of Curundu reverted to Panamanian control in 1982. 

 
1977  https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-showing-the-port-facilities-constructed-at-Cristobal-left-
middle-in-Limon-Bay_fig61_269204107   
1978  https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  
1979  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/39 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Map-showing-the-port-facilities-constructed-at-Cristobal-left-middle-in-Limon-Bay_fig61_269204107
https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/39
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Curundu in 1947 - "The shopping center of our town.  Left is the commissary, 
right is restaurant, soda fountain and sort of general PX.  Left foreground, not 

shown is stone post office line stone pillars of commissary.  Building from which 
picture was taken is theater.  Busses are available, on per hour for an 8- minute 
ride to the other side of base.  Busses about every 5 minutes to Tivoli, just this 

side of Panama City"1980 
Curundu Project Original name for the Panama Air Depot1981.  The site was initially 

developed by the Panama Canal Commission as an industrial area, with 
motor car repair workshops and a garage, the district quartermaster 
stores, construction quartermaster workshops, municipal division 
workshops and storage facilities. 

David Army Airfield aka San Jose Field or David Field; another auxiliary of Howard Field but 
located in the far east of Panama, near the city of David Sur in Chiriqui 
Province near the Costa Rican border, and built by the US under the 1942 
agreement for bases outside the Canal Zone, with bomber units based 
there until 1945.  The original runway (surfaced with sod) was later 
replaced by a new, asphalt one.  USAAF units based there were – 
397th Bombardment Squadron – 11 December 1941-18 August  
                                                           1942 (B-18 and B-17) 
7th Reconnaissance Squadron – 11 December 1941 - ? (B-17, B-24) 
40th Bombardment Squadron – 13 November 1942-18 February  
                                                              1943 (LB-30, B-24A) 
3rd Bombardment Squadron – 12 March-1 April 1943; 11 June 1943-April 
                                                      1944; 8 December 1944-28 October 1945 
                                                       (B-17) 
One accident recorded here, on 13 July 1943, saw 12 airmen die when 
their B-17 stalled and crashed on approach.1982 
The airfield continues in use for civilian flights as Enrique Malek 
International Airport. 

 
1980  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof340.htm  
1981  See Chapter 23. 
1982  https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/david/index.html  

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof340.htm
https://pacificwrecks.com/airfields/panama/david/index.html
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Diablo/Diablo 
Heights 

Built up after 1939, Diablo Heights was one of 3 new towns built by the 
Canal’s Building Division, alongside the expansion of existing ones in the 
expansion programme launched in the lead up to war, for workers 
involved in the expansion.1983  It was close to Albrook Field.  
The area included a part known as Diablo Fill, where spoil from the Canal 
excavations was sometimes dumped. 
Originally referred to as Camp Diablo, Diablo Heights was chosen in 1939 
as the headquarters for the Special Engineering Division and associated 
accommodation.  It continued its organic growth, and was officially 
named Diablo Heights in 1940. 
What is now called Diablo is now on part of the sprawl of Panama City. 

 

 
The old 12-family apartment blocks built in the expansion programme, as seen in 

the early 1950s. 

El Morro Island A small island off Taboga (see below), which during World War 2 played 
host to a unit of PT boats. 

 
1983  Almost half the new building in the pre-/early war expansion that the Cana’s Building Division provided 
was for housing of American and “alien” employees, with new towns at Diablo, Margarita and Cocoli; and 
the expansion of existing ones at Balboa, Pedro Miguel, Gamboa, Gatun and Old Cristobal.  About 375 new 
houses were built, ranging from single-family homes to 12-family apartment blocks, with over 100 of the 
latter built in the first 18 months.  5 large mess halls were also built tor the imported workers to use. The 
Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), Society of 
American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081
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El Morro 

Empire Aka Camp at Empire; township near Balboa used by the French and US 
construction periods, then abandoned but taken over by USMC, passing 
to the Army in November 1914. 
During World War 2, the internment camp for Axis nationals was 
established there. 

Empire Range Camp Elliott had been renamed Camp Gaillard1984 (see above) but then 
deactivated in 1927 and the land used as an artillery range called Empire 
Range1985.  Later, part of the range became a protected nature reserve. 

Farfan Housing 
Community 

In 1947-48, family housing was built on the Farfan Radio Station site (see 
below), becoming an annex to Naval Station Rodman1986. 

Farfan Radio 
Station 

The Farfan Radio Station was an entirely new Navy development, located 
on an 860-acre reservation south of the Balboa operating base, and 
included 5 steel towers, 2-story bombproof operations building, and 
housing facilities1987.  It joined the 2 pre-existing radio stations at Gatun 
and Summit.  It also housed high-frequency direction-finding equipment 
(and a staff of 15) in 1940.1988 
Postwar family housing was built on the site as the Farfan Housing 
Community (see above). 
What was called the Farfan Receiver Station was part of the Rodman 
Naval Station (see below). 

Flamenco Island See Fort Amador/Fort Grant. 
On the summit of the most seaward of the island to make up the 
Causeway in Panama Bay, was Battery Warren with 2 x 14-inch (355 mm) 
guns on “disappearing carriages”.  These could cover the entire seaward 
approach to the Canal, except for a small dead space behind the island of 
Taboga.  The guns were last fired in December 1944, and removed and 
scrapped in 1948. 

 
1984  In honour of Colonel Gaillard, who had been responsible for construction of the Culebra Cut. 
1985  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61 
1986  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/47 
1987  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
1988  https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-
histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/61
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/47
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
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There were also 3 mortar batteries on the landward side of the island, 
each with 3 x 12-inch (305 mm) mortars – all were scrapped in 1943. 
In more modern times, during the US presence, the site was used for 
HAWK MIM-23 surface-to-air missiles, with much of the underground 
facilities being used for the missile battery. 
Postwar, it was used as a prison until 1989, then being handed over to 
the Panamanian national maritime service – this later moving to the 
former Rodman depot in 1999.   

Folk River Inner part of Manzanillo Bay, Colón. 

Fort Amador/Fort 
Grant1989 

Amongst the first permanent Canal fortifications, they consisted of the 
causeway breakwater and connected islands in Panama Bay, and 
offshore islands San Jose, Panamarca, Changarmi, Tortolita, Torola, 
Coroviceta, Cocovi, Venado, and the largest, Taboga1990.   
Fort Grant consisted of the islands of Naos, Culebra, Perico and 
Flamenco.  These islands, especially Flamenco, were the most heavily 
fortified place in the world during the 2 world wars. 
During the construction of the Canal, notably the Culebra Cut, waste 
material was dumped in a mangrove bush then known as the "Balboa 
dump". As the work progressed, the dump was backfilled to create a 
large breakwater, which was later extended to the nearest of the 
offshore islands, Naos. This work was completed in 1912, and the military 
reservations were given their official names that year.  
On each of 4 connected islands (Naos, Culebra, Perico and Flamenco1991) 
of Fort Grant there were gun batteries, guarding the Pacific entrance to 
the Canal but all were dismounted and dismantled 1943-48.   
A railroad line, which had been installed to aid in the construction of the 
breakwater, remained in place and was used to transport ammunition to 
supply the guns located on the islands’ defensive sites1992. 
Fort Amador was begun around 19081993 and completed in 19141994 1995.  
The Army sector of Amador served as headquarters for the Coast Artillery 
District 1919-47, and as the senior Army command in Panama from 1947-
79.  

 
1989  Fort Amador is named for the first president of Panama, Manuel Amador Guerrero; while Fort Grant 
was named to commemorate Grant's earlier crossing to that point. 
1990  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35 
1991  Originally known as “the Fortified Islands”. 
1992  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/ 
1993  Before construction of the batteries at Flamenco (or “Deadman’s”) Island could begin, 2 cemeteries 
located there were moved in August 1911 to Ancon Cemetery near Ancon Hospital.  Many of those buried 
there were “soldiers who had died of tropical diseases while making the hazardous crossing of Panama en 
route to posts in California”: https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-
batteries-and-accommodation/  
1994  Transferring to Fort Clayton when parts of Fort Amador and the causeway islands were handed to 
Panama in 1979. 
1995  Transferring to Fort Clayton when parts of Fort Amador and the causeway islands were handed to 
Panama in 1979. 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
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Although the coastal artillery guns were fired on a regular basis, between 
1929 and 1939 “shortages of funds and personnel resulted in many of 
the big seacoast guns being placed in caretaker status… In the years 
immediately preceding the US entry into World War 2 all guns were 
rehabilitated, tested, and placed in service status”.1996 
The original gun batteries remained in service until 1943, when the guns 
were removed, and the structures buried. The area was then used for 
housing. A 90 mm Anti-Motor Torpedo Boat (AMTB) Battery replaced 
them in 1942; it, too, was disarmed and buried in 1948. 
The Navy sector of Amador served as US Navy headquarters 1918-93, 
with the 15th Naval District Headquarters (disestablished 1976).  Part of 
Fort Amador was transferred to the Panamanian Government in 1979, 
together with the islands that comprised Fort Grant, and the rest 
(including the Navy sector) in 19961997.  
Naos was used by the Panamanian military until 1989 (the time of the US 
invasion, Operation Just Cause).  Flamenco Island was used as a prison 
until 1989, and subsequently 

 

 

 
1996  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-
accommodation/ 
1997  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p01.htm  

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/19/defense-of-panama-canal-batteries-and-accommodation/
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p01.htm
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Aerial view of Fort Amador in 1938 (Historic American Buildings Survey (Library 
of Congress)1998 

Fort Clayton1999 This large facility opened in 19222000 and was located directly across from 
the Miraflores Locks on in-filled land called the “Miraflores dumps”.  
During World War 2, it served as headquarters for the Panama Mobile 
Force 1941-46 and the Security Command.   
Postwar, it became headquarters for Southern Command2001.  Fort 
Clayton was among the very last properties to be transferred to the 
Republic of Panama2002, having taken over as the senior Army command 
headquarters in 19792003.   
It was turned over to Panama in 1999. 
The area is now the City of Knowledge (Ciudad del Saber) business and 
technology park2004. 

 
1998  https://www.loc.gov/resource/hhh.cz0027.photos/?sp=2  
1999  Named in honour of Colonel Bertram T Clayton of the Quartermaster Corps, US Army, who was killed in 
action in France in 1918. 
2000  Being named after a Colonel Bertram T Clayton, killed in action in France in 1918. 
2001  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/37 
2002  https://erdc-library.erdc.dren.mil/jspui/handle/11681/15170  
2003  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p01.htm  
2004  https://www.northamericanforts.com/East/cz.html  

https://www.loc.gov/resource/hhh.cz0027.photos/?sp=2
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/37
https://erdc-library.erdc.dren.mil/jspui/handle/11681/15170
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p01.htm
https://www.northamericanforts.com/East/cz.html
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Fort Clayton 

 

 
Programme cover for official closure of Fort Clayton in 1999 

Fort Davis Originally known as Camp Gatun (and more properly as Fort William D 
Davis), this was located on Gatun Lake, near the Gatun Locks at the 
Atlantic entrance to the Canal, and was officially established in December 
19192005.  It was further enlarged in 1939, and improved during the war 
for the increased numbers of personnel stationed there2006.  It served as 
headquarters for the 14th Infantry Regiment 1920-562007; the Panama 
Atlantic General Depot 1939-46; and Panama Mobile Force and Security 
Command 1941-46.2008. 

 
2005  Being named for Colonel William D Davis, killed in action in France in 1918. 
2006  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/55 
2007  The 14th Infantry-known to some as the “Jungleers” and to others as the “Dragoneers”. 
2008  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p04.htm  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/55
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p04.htm
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As Camp Gatun, it and was established in 1919 as a military reservation 
for the defence of the Atlantic side of the Panama Canal.  The reservation 
was named in honour of Colonel William D Davis, of the 361st Infantry 
Regiment.  The initial construction programme began in 1920 and 
provision were made for quarters and barracks for one regiment of 
infantry.  During several decades, it provided the army with a training 
area for jungle warfare courses and special forces training.  It had 4,075 
acres (1,649 hectares) and the entire complex included 427 buildings by 
1995.  
Fort Davis was transferred to Panama on September 1995.   
Panama renamed the location the Jose Dominador Bazan residential 
area, used for civilian housing, education and production facilities. 

 

 
Post Chapel at Fort Davis in mid-1930s 

Fort DeLessups This was a small installation adjacent to the Hotel Washington in the city 
of Colón and named in 1911 in honour of Ferdinand de Lessups, on 
property acquired by the Army from the Panama Railroad, although 
jurisdiction was never officially ceded to the US.   
It became home to a Coast Artillery post, including a gun battery (with 
guns that were not fired after 1942, until 1944, when they were last fired 
before being dismounted and scrapped2009) and other facilities.   It had a 
spur from the railyards to its dock, where there was an administration 
building and barracks. Around the corner from the dock were 5 officers' 
houses and a theatre. Between the gun batteries and hotel there was a 
sea-level swimming pool. 
It was transferred to the Panamanian Government in 19552010.   

 
2009  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p09.htm  
2010  Under the 1955 Treaty of Mutual Understanding and Cooperation (aka the Eisenhower-Rémon Treaty) 
which revised the original 1903 Treaty https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63 

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p09.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63
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Fort DeLessups and the Hotel Washington Pool2011 

 

 
Battery Morgan in 1939 at Fort DeLessups, Colon, looking north-east – No.2 gun 

in the foreground and Hotel Washington in the background 

Fort Espinar See Fort Gulick 

Fort Grant See Fort Amador/Fort Grant 

Fort Gulick Located on Gatun Lake, the Fort Gulick Military Reservation was 
established in April 1941 near Fort Davis as part of the wartime 
construction2012.  It became home to the US Army School of the Americas 
(originally built as the Atlantic Sector Hospital in 1942, which operated 
1943-6), and was used to train students from Central and South America 
from 19492013.   
Part of Fort Gulick was handed over to Panama in 19842014, and the rest 
in 1995. 
The former site of Fort Gulick is now part of the municipal district of 
Colón.  

 
2011  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl42.htm 
2012  Being named for Major General John W Gulick, Chief of the Coastal Artillery 1930-34. 
2013  With 34,000 students graduating before relocation of the School to Fort Benning, Georgia in 1984: 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/55 
2014  Renamed Fuerte Espinari 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Delesseps/dl42.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/55


1014 
 

Fort Kobbe Located on the Bay of Panama, on the west bank of the Canal, Bruja2015 
Military reservation was established in 1928 and considered a sub-post of 
Fort Amador.  It included 16-inch naval gun batteries.   
It was renamed Fort Kobbe in 1932, with part of it becoming Bruja Point 
Air Base.2016   
In 1940, it was expanded considerably, and from June 1941 became 
separate from Fort Amador as part of an independent post that also 
included Howard Field2017, and 2 gun batteries (Haan and Murray)2018, 
with their 4 16-inch guns, were considered redundant and obsolete, 
being scrapped.   
In October 1943, it was designated a ground force post.2019 
In 1946, Howard Field and Fort Kobbe were officially separated, though it 
continued as a USAAF base until all air units were withdrawn in 1949.2020 
In 1952, the portion of Fort Kobbe (the Bruja Point Air Base) was officially 
separated and made part of Howard Field2021.   
Fort Kobbe was transferred to Panama in 1999. Fort Kobbe became an 
international business park and the mixed-use residential community of 
Panama Pacifico2022, and the former garrison area is now the town 
centre2023. 

 
2015  Bruja means “witches”. 
2016  Being named for a Major General William A Kobbe, an artillery officer from the Spanish-American War 
and who had died in 1931. 
2017  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43 
2018  For views of the Murray Battery as it appears in 2021 see https://mochilliando.com/2021/05/03/urbex-
explorando-el-bunker-battery-murray-panama-pacifico-mochilliando/ and the area is said to provide several 
beautiful trails for walking or cycling…and is ”highly recommended to go with your family and friends”. 
2019  https://www.kobbekids.com/HTML/history_of_fort_kobbe.htm  
2020  In fact, the USAF had been formed, replacing the USAAF, in 1948. 
2021  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43 
2022  https://www.panamapacifico.com/  
2023  https://www.northamericanforts.com/East/cz.html See also: 
https://www.kobbekids.com/HTML/history_of_fort_kobbe.htm  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43
https://mochilliando.com/2021/05/03/urbex-explorando-el-bunker-battery-murray-panama-pacifico-mochilliando/
https://mochilliando.com/2021/05/03/urbex-explorando-el-bunker-battery-murray-panama-pacifico-mochilliando/
https://www.kobbekids.com/HTML/history_of_fort_kobbe.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/43
https://www.panamapacifico.com/
https://www.northamericanforts.com/East/cz.html
https://www.kobbekids.com/HTML/history_of_fort_kobbe.htm
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Fort Randolph 

Fort Randolph This was established on Margarita and Galeta Islands, near Coco Solo, from 1911.  It 
was built on Margarita Island, which had been connected to the mainland by a 
railway causeway, so that the eastern breakwater of Limon Bay could be built.  
It was expanded in 1933 and again in 1940.  It included coastal artillery barracks, 
housing and other facilities2024.  It included Batteries Tidball, Zalinsky, Webb and 
Weed – with a mix of 14-inch and 6-inch guns and 12-inch mortars, as well as 2 14-
inch railway guns during both wars – all the guns being removed 1946-48.  In 1953, 
part of the area was transferred to the Navy.  By the 1960s, Fort Randolph was 
unused except for military training exercises, and where the Fort Randolph Riding 
Club was located was used by the Canal Zone Horsemen's Association.   
The site was transferred to Panama in 19792025. 

 
2024  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63 
2025  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p11.htm  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/63
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p11.htm
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Fort Randolph 
1941-42 

Fort San Lorenzo Despite having been designated as a National Monument since 1908, the area 
around Fort San Lorenzo was originally incorporated into the Fort Sherman Military 
Reservation, in 1911 and, during World War 1, a radio listening post was set up 
there and, during World War 2, in 1942, a searchlight and 3-inch anti-aircraft guns 
were placed to prevent German U-boats from sending raiding parties up the 
Chagres towards the Gatun Dam.  The Army also built a pontoon bridge across the 
adjacent Chagres just above its mouth.  The bridge and gun position were 
dismantled after the war and Fort San Lorenzo returned to be a sight-seeing area 
and a picnic ground.2026 

Fort Sherman2027 Located at Toro Point on Limon Bay, adjacent to the north-west entrance to the 
Canal, in the area between the Chagres River and Limon Bay, being one of the first 
3 harbour defence installations planned for the Canal, being formally established in 
1918 – occupied from 1911, although construction of batteries and buildings had 

 
2026  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fspage2.htm 
2027  Arriving with the family to serve at Fort Sherman in March 1939 – 

“Sherman had a tiny PX, but hardly what my mother had in mind.  It sold toiletries and cigarettes: Blitz 
cloths to shine brass, Shinola to shine shoes, Vitalis to comb hair. Chewing gum was often too brittle to 
chew and chocolate bars melted in the wrapper. Esquire magazine had the popular Vargas girl 
pinups.  There was also, also, Life, Time, and Colliers.  A fringe benefit for the officer’s families was the 
weekly delivery of fresh bananas delivered to each porch.  Prisoners were detailed from the stockade to 
facilitate this.  The Post Theater and Post Chapel were the foci of social life. The theater was a tiny tar 
paper building. On Friday and Saturday nights the officer’s wives would emerge from the olive drab 
“Command Cars” that had wound down the jungle trail from their houses. They wore their latest fashions 
and were escorted by husbands in snappy class A uniforms. They walked past MP guards, who were 
wearing mosquito netting pulled across their pith helmets. The cost of a ticket was 15 cents, on 
weeknights. Inside, they watched a succession of some of the finest and some of the worst movies that 
Hollywood ever made”.2027 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fspage2.htm
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begun in 1912.  Its several batteries2028, with 14-inch and 6-inch guns and mortars 
defended the Atlantic entrance to the Canal2029.   
It was considered the most isolated of Canal Zone military posts, particularly in the 
early days before improved roads were built and, bounded by Limon Bay, in early 
days access was only by water, and later by railway or aircraft – it only being much 
later in its use that access by road was possible.  It hosted 2 harbour defence 
battalions and an anti-aircraft battalion.   
The Fort included 23,100 acres (93 km2) of land, about half of which was covered by 
jungle. The developed areas included housing, barracks, a small airstrip and various 
recreational areas. It was the site of the US's first operationally deployed early 
warning radar in 1941. 
In 1945, the site consisted of approximately 11,448 acres.  Due to its age, 
maintenance was an ever-present problem during World War 22030.  As the mortars 
were dismantled in 1943, and the large naval artillery removed 1946-48, the coastal 
artillery personnel were reassigned2031 and the site used as a billeting site.   
By the mid-1970s the site was principally used for training by the US Army School of 
the Americas2032.  In 1959, Fort Sherman had been designated as inactive sub-
installation of Fort Gulick, but in 1961, it was reclassified as an active sub-
installation of Fort Gulick, and later obtained separate status.  Fort Sherman was 
handed over to Panama in 19992033. 

 
Fort William B 
Davis 

See Fort Davis 

 
2028  Battery Baird, Battery Howard, Battery Stanley, Battery Mower, Battery Kilpatrick, Battery Sedgwick 
Pratt, Battery Alexander MacKenzie. 
2029  It was named for Civil War General William T Sherman: 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/51 
2030  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fort_sherman_index.htm 
2031  Ibid. 
2032  It also housed a MIM-23 HAWK surface-to-air missile battery, which replaced anti-aircraft guns in 1960, 
the missiles themselves being removed in 1968. 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/53 
2033  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p04.htm  

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/51
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/VAP/Sherman/fort_sherman_index.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/53
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p04.htm
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France Field The France Field Reservation was constructed in 1918, as “the first real air base in 
the Canal Zone”, on Manzanillo Bay, near Fort Randolph and Fort DeLessups, and 
was formally established and named by an Executive Order in 1920.  From 1929, an 
airmail service was initiated by Pan-American Airways between France Field and 
Miami2034.   
France AFB was deactivated on 1 November 1949 by the USAF due to budgetary 
reductions, turned into a civil airport in the Canal Zone, and renamed Colon Airport. 
The USAF maintained jurisdiction over the airport until 31 December 1973, and it 
was occasionally used as a satellite field of Albrook AFB. 
It had been handed over to the Army by the USAF in 1957, then transferred to the 
Coco Solo Navy Reservation in 1964, later reverting to the Army and then, in 1979, 
to the Panamanian Government2035.  US control over the airport ended in 1999 with 
the turnover of the Panama Canal Zone to the government of Panama. 
It is now Enrique Adolfo Jiménez Airport. 

Gaillard Cut See the Culebra Cut, which was called the Gaillard Cut from 1915 to 2000 (after the 
US officer who had led the excavation, and who died a month after the 
breakthrough there in 1913).  After the Canal handover to Panama in 1999, the 
name was changed back to Culebra (Corte Culebra in Spanish). 

Galapagos Islands See Chapter 28 on the advance bases. 
In 1941, the civilian population of the Islands had been 810, in 1943 there were 
2,474 US military and 750 civilians there at the bases.  Outposts were established 
on San Cristobal, Santa Cruz and other neighbouring islands to the main island of 
Baltra. 
The airbase closed in 1946. 

Galeta Island This is an island located on the Atlantic side of Panama just east of Colón.  Galeta 
Island was part of Fort Randolph (see below) and the site of a US military 
communications facility from the 1930s through 2002, when it was turned over to 
the government of Panama. The island was shared with the Smithsonian Tropical 
Research Institute (STRI), which still maintains a research facility on the island.  

Gamboa Housing at Gamboa was expanded as part of the expansion programme in the lead 
up to war. 

Gamboa Bridge Rail and road bridge across the Chagres River. 

Gatun Housing at Gatun was expanded as part of the expansion programme in the lead up 
to war. 
There was a Navy radio station at Gatun.  It had new steel towers; and a 2-storey 
reinforced-concrete, bombproof transmitter and command post.   

Gatun Dam Earthen dam on the Chagres River that created Gatun Lake. The dam always 
provides hydroelectric power to operate the Canal locks. 

Gatun Lake 164-square mile reservoir created by the Gatun Dam.  Fresh water from the lake 
supplies the water necessary to operate the Canal locks and provides 32 miles (51.5 
km) of navigable waterway of the 48-mile (77 km) Canal. 

Gatun Lake 
Military 
Reservation 

This included the islands of Zorra and Piedras and another unnamed one in Gatun 
Lake, established by an Executive Order of 12 June 1941. 

 
2034  The pilot of the first flight was Charles Lindbergh, who had travelled along the route as part of a 
goodwill tour in 1928: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/65 
2035  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/65 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/65
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/65
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Gatun Locks A 3-step lock system at the Atlantic entrance to the Canal.  The locks raise and 
lower ships between the ocean and Gatun Lake, which is 85 feet above sea level. 
During the war, the locks were surrounded by solid 26-feet corrugated metal steel 
fences and barrage balloons were anchored overhead. Buildings or part of buildings 
which might be fire hazards were torn down to prevent them from burning and 
lighting the locks. Lights were out by 2300, street lights were removed and cars 
drove with blacked-out headlights. 

Gatun Tank Farm Underground Navy fuel storage and oil terminal at Cristobal near Gatun Locks. 

Gorgas Hospital The US Army hospital located on Ancón Hill. 

Guayaquil See Chapter 28 on the advance bases. 
Coastal base for US Navy patrol flying-boats in Ecuador. 
The second-largest city in Ecuador. 
In 1940, intelligence direction-finding trucks were deployed by the US Navy in what 
turned out to be a disappointing and short-lived operation. 
In May 1944, indigenous, political, student, and labour groups came together in 
Guayaquil and Quito to overthrow (in the so-called “May Revolution”) the Liberal 
President Carlos Arroyo del Río and install the populist José María Velasco Ibarra 
for a second term2036. 

Gulf of Fonseca See Chapter 28 on the advance bases. 
Golfo de Fonseca. Nicaragua base for US Navy patrol flying-boats at Money Penny 
Anchorage on the Pacific coast.  The base at the Gulf of Fonseca moved to the more 
sheltered Corinto (see above) in 1943. 

 

 
Howard Field2037 Construction began in 1939 of what was first called Bruja Point Airfield.  It opened 

in 1942.  
Howard Field hosted both fighter and bomber aircraft during the war. The base was 
inactivated on 1 January 1950 and turned over to the Army.  However, the USAF 
continued to use Howard as a deployment site for joint training exercises during 
the 1950s, and by December 1961 all USAF flying operations in Panama had 
relocated to Howard.  
On 1 October 1963, the USAF officially reclaimed Howard from the Army and the 
base played a central role in US military operations in Latin America, largely due to 
its 8,500-feet (2,600 meters) runway being the only jet-capable US airfield south of 
the Rio Grande. 
On 1 November 1999, Howard Air Force Base was turned over to the Panamanian 
Government. 

 
2036  
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/310464028_World_War_II_on_the_Equator_Antifascism_Gende
r_and_Democracy_in_Ecuador's_May_Revolution_of_1944  
2037  It was named after Major Charles H Howard (1892–1936), who flew in Panama in the late 1920s. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/310464028_World_War_II_on_the_Equator_Antifascism_Gender_and_Democracy_in_Ecuador's_May_Revolution_of_1944
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/310464028_World_War_II_on_the_Equator_Antifascism_Gender_and_Democracy_in_Ecuador's_May_Revolution_of_1944
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La Boca A town, officially named La Boca in 1913, intended as a “local-rate” worker 
(meaning Silver Roll). 
During the war its population was swelled by contract workers, and facilities in the 
township increased.  The barrack-like “rooms” (called barracas) were very basic. 
In 2002, a fire destroyed the “rooms” in an area of what is now Rio Abajo, which 
was where the former La Boca township had existed2038. 

 

 
Barraca burned down putting a gradual end to the West Indian face of Rio Abajo 

La Chorrera See Chorrera. 

La Joya Airfield USAAC/USAAF landing field where there were 2 landing strips, being expanded 
former emergency landing fields used by fighter units during World War 2. 
To the north-east of Panama City. 

 
31st Pursuit Squadron P-40 at La Joya Field2039 

 
2038  https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2010/12/25/la-boca-town-farewell-to-an-icon/  
2039  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://thesilverpeopleheritage.wordpress.com/2010/12/25/la-boca-town-farewell-to-an-icon/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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Limon Bay (Bahia Limon) A natural harbour located at the north (Atlantic) end of the Canal, 
west of the cities of Cristóbal and Colón.  

 
Limon Harbour Port in Costa Rica, first established in 1852.  In July 1942, a U-boat entered and 

attacked shipping in the harbour (see Chapter 53). 

Madden Army 
Airfield 

Established in 1944 and used as a base for fighters, with the intended role of 
defending the Madden Lake and Dam (which were part of the reservoir 
arrangements to main water levels for the Canal).  The 29th Pursuit/Fighter 
Squadron moved from Albrook Field to become the first to be based at Calzada 
Larga Airfield (later named Madden Field).  It was based there 8 March to 15 August 
1944, flying P-39. 

Madden Dam Completed in 1935, the Madden Dam forms Madden Lake, a reservoir that provides 
a back-up water supply for the Panama Canal. 

 

 
Madden Dam and what is now called Alajuela Lake (photo by Panama Canal Co) 
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Madden Lake Lake Alajuela; formed by the construction of Madden Dam, which was completed in 

1935, blocking the Chagres River.  The Madden Dam was built to prevent the 
occasionally torrential flow of the once wild Chagres River, which flows into Gatun 
Lake and to control the level of water in the lake during the dry season.  
It was renamed when control of the Canal reverted to Panama. 

Mandinga Site of blimp base from August 1944, with detachments from US Navy Fleet Airship 
Wing 2, Headquarters Squadron 2. 

Manzanillo Bay Bahía de Manzanillo; the bay at Colón, at the Atlantic end of the Canal.  

 
Margarita One of 3 new towns built by the Canal’s Building Division, alongside the expansion 

of existing ones in the expansion programme launched in the lead up to war.2040 

Margarita Island On the north-eastern tip of this island were 2 firing positions for Battery No.1 of 
Fort Randolph, the 14-inch (355 mm) railway gun.2041 
Margarita Island which had been connected to the mainland by a railway causeway, 
so that the eastern breakwater of Limon Bay could be built 

Margarita Point At entrance to Manzanillo Bay near Coco Solo 

Marine Barracks The US Naval Station – Marine Barracks predated World War 2 and included 25 
buildings for family housing and barracks buildings, as well as other buildings2042.  
Constructed 1935-39, it comprised 281 acres (113.7 hectares).  It was built on the 
west bank of the Cana’s Pacific entrance.  Originally named the Naval Ammunition 

 
2040  See the footnote for Diablo above. 
2041  The guns could be used on either side of the isthmus (and known as Battery No.8 at Fort Grant), using 
the 5-feet (1.5 meter) gauge track of the Panama Railroad.  However, it was planned to keep one gun on 
either side: 
https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  
2042  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/47 

https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/47
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Depot, Balboa, it was redesignated in 1941.  It housed the Marines forces in 
Panama.  It was transferred to the Panamanian Government in 1999.2043 

Miraflores Locks 2-step lock system at the Pacific entrance to the Panama Canal. The locks raise and 
lower ships between the ocean and Miraflores Lake, which is 54 feet (16.5 meters) 
above sea level. 

Mount Hope Alongside the Coco Solo naval base at the Atlantic entrance to the Canal.  It is  is 
named after Mount Hope cemetery, the burial ground for black West Indian 
immigrants who died working on the railroad construction between 1850 and 1855.    

Money Penny 
Anchorage 

Patrol base on the shores of the Gulf of Fonseca, Nicaragua (see above). 

Naos Island that formed part of Fort Amador/Fort Grant (see above). 
It was latterly used by the Panamanian military to 19892044. 
It had been heavily fortified and was home to Batteries Buell and Burnside, each 
with 2 x 14-inch (355 mm) guns.  Considered obsolete by 1943, they were last fired 
in November 1943 and not manned after 1944, being eventually removed for 
scrapping in 1947 or 1948.2045 

Old Cristobal Housing here was expanded as part of the expansion programme in the lead up to 
war. 

Pacora Pacora is a town and corregimiento (one of the oldest in the country), now an 
industrial area of the sprawling Panama City, on the outskirts towards Tocumen 
Airport.  An Army training camp was established at Pacora in early 1942 

 

 
Paitilla Point Army 
Airfield 

Established in 1944 and overlooking Panama Bay on the Pacific, this was another 
base for fighters for the defence of the Canal. 

Paitilla Point 
Military 
Installation 

Located north-east of Panama City and originally named Punta Paitilla, and 
established by Executive Order in 19202046. 
A substation of Fort Grant (see above), with 2 gun positions and searchlight 
positions. 

Panama City Capital of the Republic, located near the Pacific entrance to the Canal. 

 
2043  https://members.tripod.com/william_h_ormsbee/bases_summ_p03.htm  
2044  In other words, until the US invasion. 
2045  https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  
2046  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67 

https://members.tripod.com/william_h_ormsbee/bases_summ_p03.htm
https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67
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Panama Oeste West Panama is now a Province (created in 2014 from 5 districts of Panama 
west of the Canal), with the capital at La Choerrera. 

Paraiso A former township just north of the Pedro Miguel Locks.  A segregated 
community.  It was headquarters of the Dredging Division from 1913, although 
in 1918 the Gold Roll Americans were moved to Pedro Miguel, leaving Silver 
Roll workers at Paraiso. 
It was abandoned as a settlement by 1938 and became a military post in 
November 1939, housing troops guarding the Canal facilities as Camp Paraiso.  
It closed as a military camp in 1943 and, in 1944, the Army quarters were 
reused as it became a township once again. 

Paraiso Hill See Cerro Paraiso 

Pedro Miguel Housing at Pedro Miguel, close to the Pedro Miguel Locks, was expanded as 
part of the expansion programme in the lead up to war. 

Pedro Miguel 
Locks 

One-step lock system at the Pacific side of the Canal, following the Miraflores 
Locks.  The locks raise and lower ships between Culebra Cut, which is 85 feet 
(25.9 meters) above sea level, and Miraflores Lake at 54 feet (16.5 meters) 
above sea level. 

 

 
A contemporary photo of Pedro Miguel Locks, in the foreground, with the Miraflores 

Locks behind.  The waterway on the right is the new cut for the 21st Century expansion 

Perico Island Another of the small islands that comprised Fort Amador and the Causeway 
created into Panama Bay.  It housed Battery Newton, with a 16-inch (406 mm) 
gun on a disappearing carriage.  There was also a railway to the top of the 
island to aid construction and then ammunition resupply.  The gun was 
dismounted and scrapped in 1943. 
The site was later used for a radar installation for the Federal Aviation 
Agency2047. 

Pocri Army 
Airfield 

aka Pocri Auxiliary Aerodrome; like others, this was established in 1944 as a 
fighter base and an auxiliary to Howard Field2048.  It was located in the Azuero 
peninsula on the eastern edge of Panama Bay (and is now covered in housing). 
On 22 February- 2 August 1944, the 28th Fighter Squadron flew P-39 from 
here. 

 
2047  https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678  
2048  It no longer exists, having been built over. 

https://si.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
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Puerto 
Armuelles 

a city and corregimiento on the Pacific coast in western Chiriqui Province, near 
to Costa Rica.  It was established in 1927 for the United Fruit Company 

 
Puerto Castillo Honduras – refuelling base for seaplanes and small surface vessels on the 

Caribbean coast. 
The port and town moved to the eastern end of the peninsula during the war, 
when the small flying-boat base was established. 
It is now a native fishing village. To the west of the village is the site of a 
Honduran naval base, as well as the site of a container port for fresh fruit 
products.  
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Punta Coco 
Airfield 

Airfield on Rey Island (see below) in the Pearl Islands in the Bay of Panama 

Quarry 
Heights 

What was to become the Quarry Heights Military Reservation was established 
on the western side of Ancon Hill, adjacent to Balboa, from 1903, 
accommodating the first US troops – a party of US Marines protecting the 
railroad and US Government property2049 .   
The area owed its origin to the Isthmian Canal Commission quarrying rock 
from 1909 for use in the construction of the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores 
locks.  Call “Quarry Heights” by locals, the quarry closed after 5 years and 
Canal officials transferred the shelves to the US Army as a command post.   
Rising 654 feet (199 meters) above sea level, Ancon Hill is a prominent feature 
at the Pacific end of the Canal.   The rock it contained provided a necessary 
resource for Canal construction.   
Before being closed on 31 October 1914, the Ancon quarry had produced 
3,245,000 cubic yards of rock. 
Original plans in 1913 had been the barracks and housing for the US Marines, 
but before the installation was begun the Marines were dispatched to Mexico 
and the project was abandoned in early 1914.  By early 1915, the site had 
been selected as the location for the newly organised US Army Forces in the 
Canal Zone.   
Proximity to The Panama Canal headquarters building, the company towns of 
Balboa and Ancon, and Panama City made the location perfect for the Army 
Command.  Ironically, since the site was seen as being very small, it was 
assumed the Quarry Heights headquarters would only be a temporary 
situation, and a more expansive site would be selected in the future. 

 
2049  For a full history of Quarry Heights, see http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
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1939 – 2 photos of Quarry Heights Officers' Quarters, Parkinson Lane 

A consolidated command called United States Troops, Panama Canal Zone, 
had been put into place on 6 January 1915, as part of the Eastern Department.  
Initially located at Ancon, the headquarters were moved to Quarry Heights in 
1916.  A separate geographical department was created 1 July 1917 and 
named the Panama Canal Department of the US Army.  
However, until 1920, Quarry Heights was used for a variety of roles, as the 
small area available prevented development as the headquarters of US forces 
(the headquarters being located at nearby Ancon in the meantime).  As World 
War 1 demonstrated the importance of the Canal, the Canal Commission 
transferred an additional 100 acres to the Quarry Heights Military Reservation 
to complete construction of the headquarters site.  In 1920, the Commanding 
General established his headquarters at Quarry Heights, which retained the 
role for over 75 years. 
It served as the site of headquarters for – 

• Commander, US Army Panama Canal Department 1920-41; 

• Commander, US Army Caribbean Defense Command 1941-47; 

• Commander-in-Chief, US Caribbean Command 1947-63; 
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• Commander-in-Chief, US Southern Command 1963-19982050. 
Quarry Heights also housed one of 5 Army signal detachments (the others 
being in San Francisco, Texas, Hawaii and the Philippines) providing Army 
intercepts.  In January 1939, all 6 detachments were consolidated into the 2nd 
Signal Service Battalion2051. 
Housing was added, as was a new headquarters building and the bombproof 
tunnel under Ancon Hill.   
Formally established as a military installation in December 1919, it possessed a 
commanding 360-degree view encompassing the Pacific approach to the Canal 
entrance.   
In March 1940, plans were approved for a bombproof, reinforced concrete 
structure “for use in case of emergency and vital to the security of important 
data”, and this Command Post structure 200 feet under the Hill was 
completed in January 1942 at a cost of $400,0002052.  This, the Joint 
Operations Tunnel had been constructed in the direction in 1940 of Lieutenant 
General Daniel Van Voorhis, Commanding General of the Panama Canal 
Department.  As a Joint Command Post facility, and completed by January 
1942, it was constructed under 200 feet (61 meters) of native porphyry rock, 
with the entrance cut into the solid rock face of the old Ancon Quarry, and 
was built using reinforced concrete.  The structure featured a 269-feet by 52-
feet (82 x 15.8 meters) main building and a 302-feet by 7½-feet (92 x 2.3 
meters) tunnel.  The facility was later used as a secure intelligence, 
communications, and joint operations command post centre for the unified 
command until 1997.2053 

 

 
This bunker was located in Quarry Heights 

 
2050  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
2051  https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/  
2052  It continued in use postwar, as command headquarters, including for US Southern Command through to 
1998 http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm and 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35 
2053  http://www.abovetopsecret.com/forum/thread110919/pg1  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35
http://www.abovetopsecret.com/forum/thread110919/pg1
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The bunker on Centennial Road destroyed in 2016 (despite apparent assurances to the 

contrary) 

Radio stations The were 2 major US Navy radio stations, located at Gatun and Summit, which 
were considerably enlarged, and a third, known as the Farfan Radio Station, 
was installed at Balboa.  Gatun saw new steel towers; and a 2-storey 
reinforced-concrete, bombproof transmitter and command post.  The work at 
Summit included a new bombproof transmitter and receiving building, and a 
300-foot (91.4 meters) and an 800-foot (243.8 meters) tower. 

Rainbow City Between Mount Hope and Folk River near Cristobal and Coco Solo, it was 
originally built as segregated housing for Silver Roll Canal employees from the 
1880s and developed into a town by the Canal Zone Government – also being 
known as as Silver Town, Cristobal Silver Townsite, and “The Folks River End of 
Manzanillo Island” - eventually, its residents took matters into their own 
hands and named it Silver City in the 1920s.  It was adjacent to Camp Colner 
(see above) and after World War 2 the Army transferred Camp Coiner to the 
Canal Zone and the area became Silver City’s second suburb. After the 1979 
reversion to Panamanian control, the township's name was changed to Arco 
Iris, the Spanish translation of "Rainbow",  

Red Tank Township in the Canal Zone, first constructed at the site in 1916 for employees 
of the Canal and near a railroad stop called Pedro Miguel Tank.  The 
settlement greatly increased in population in the years immediately preceding 
and just after World War 2.  It was deserted after the war. 

Rey Island Isla de Rey; located in the Bay of Panama, the largest of the Pearl Islands and 
site of an airfield (Punta Coco Airfield, at the southern tip la Esmeralda 
peninsula) and used as a base for the Air Rescue Boats of the 12th Emergency 
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Rescue Boat Squadron (ERBS).  Fighters from Albrook Field, including the 
24th Fighter Squadron, were deployed to the airfield. 

 

 
Rio Hato See Chapter 23. 

A corregimiento in Coclé Province. 
The airfield at Rio Hato, 65 miles (104.6 km) south-east of Albrook Field, was 
the most important airbase outside the Canal Zone during the war.  It had 
served as an Army disciplinary camp during World War 1, and later an artillery 
range.  Its use by USAAC began in the mid-1920s, initially as an ad hoc 
arrangement with the landowner, reaching something like official status by 
the 1930s.  A formal lease for part of the territory was signed in 1935, with the 
War Department agreeing to a lease for the entire site in 1938. 
An Army training camp and firing range was established at Rio Hato in early 
1942. 
The Rio Hato Gunnery Camp was established for practice firing of anti-aircraft 
guns in 1941. 
By January 1948, all of the various sites outside the Canal Zone, except Rio 
Hato and one other, had been handed over to Panama.  These too had to be 
vacated, and it took another treaty in 1955 to confirm US rights to use the Rio 
Hato airbase, but only for another 15 years and Rio Hato remained under US 
jurisdictions until 1970 – the Panamanian Government then refusing to renew 
the lease2054. 

 Rio Hato Army Airfield in 1940 

 
2054  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/67
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Incident at Scarlett Martínez international airport (MPSM), Río Hato, 12 December 

2021 
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Rio Hato 
Gunnery 
Camp 

See Rio Hato.  The Rio Hato Gunnery Camp was established for practice firing 
of anti-aircraft guns in 1941. 
 

Rodman Naval 
Station 

A licence was granted in 1932 for construction of the first west bank naval 
facilities, being completed in 19372055.  The site was originally called the Naval 
Ammunition Depot, Balboa but renamed as the Marine Barracks in 19412056. 
It was built in 1943, at the Pacific end of the Canal, at a cost of over $400 
million, and provided fuel, provisions and other support to US and Allied 
ships2057.  A 600-acre (240 hectare) site was constructed as the US Naval 
Station Panama Canal (Rodman Naval Station2058).  
This included the Farfan Receiver Station and the Arrajan Tank Farm.  Until 
1999, it served as the hub for all US naval activities in Central and South 
America, as well as the Canal Zone. 
The base's role waned after the 1960s but was retained until 1999 as the US 
transferred control of the Canal Zone to Panama. It was renamed as the Vasco 
Nuñez de Balboa Naval Base.  The PSA Panama International Terminal opened 
in 2010. 

Saddle Dam The Caño Saddle Dam is a small dam (a saddle dam) on or above the Caño 
river, to hold back Gatun Lake from spilling into the Atlantic Ocean.  It is 
located south-west of Gatun Dam. 

 
2055  It was named for Captain Hugh Rodman, former Marine Superintendent and Superintendent of 
Transportation of the Canal Commission: https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/45 
2056  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p03.htm  
2057  https://members.tripod.com/william_h_ormsbee/bases_summ_p03.htm  
2058  It was named for Admiral Hugh Rodman who had served as Marine Superintendent and Superintendent 
of Transportation of the Canal Zone in 1914. 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/45
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/bases_summ_p03.htm
https://members.tripod.com/william_h_ormsbee/bases_summ_p03.htm
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 Cano Saddle Dam 

Salinas  Salinas is located in the centre-south of the coastal region of Ecuador.  It was 
the site on one of the advance bases (see Chapter 28) established during 1942-
43, as a base for Navy flying-boat base, at the southern terminus of the Pacific 
patrol arc.  A specific agreement, including payment for expropriated private 
property, was signed on 20 February 1942.  Construction began in January 
1942, largely under Army contract, completed in June and with the Army and 
Navy sharing facilities.  Final construction was undertaken by Unit 2 of Seabee 
Detachment 1012 from September 1942.  It was redesignated Naval Air 
Detachment, Army Air Base on 24 July 1944.  On 1 February 1946, the US 
vacated its naval base, surrendering all permanent installations to Ecuador. 
Initially intended as a naval base, it became a refuelling base for flying-boats 
and developed into a naval auxiliary air facility, servicing and housing a 
complete patrol squadron.  Aircraft operations ended in May 1944, leaving 
just an emergency refuelling unit and a crash boat rescue service2059. 

 
San Cristobal One of the Galapagos Islands (see above), the easternmost in the archipelago, 

on which an outpost was established. 

San Jose Field See David Army Airfield 

San Juan 
Island 

See the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical warfare tests. 

Soledad 
Airport 

Existing airport used as basis of the base of Barranquilla (see above) in 
Colombia. 

 
2059  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
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South 
Seymour 
Island 

See Baltra Island 

Spillway(s) 

 The postcard illustration shows the Gatun Spillway on - 
part of a flood control programme on the Lake to combat water level change 
brought about by torrential rain (during the rainy season).  The spillway 
capacity was originally designed based on discharges calculated from historical 
flood elevations along the river and a maximum operational lake level of 85 
feet (25.90 meters), the maximum operating level was later increased slightly. 

Summit The US Navy radio station at Summit included a new bombproof transmitter 
and receiving building, and a 300-foot (91.4 meters) and an 800-foot (243.8 
meters) tower.   
It later became the Naval Communications Station Balboa VLF. 

Taboga Forming formally part of Fort Amador/Fort Grant, this island lies near the 
Pacific entrance to the Canal.  A large island near to the Pacific entrance to the 
Canal.  There was a PT Boat training base on Taboga itself, as well as 
searchlights, anti-aircraft guns and bunkers, which were finally abandoned by 
the US military in 1960.  During World War 1, the island had been used as an 
internment site for Germans.  It was administratively part of Fort Grant (see 
above). 
There was a PT Boat training base on Taboga, as well as searchlights, anti-
aircraft guns and bunkers, which were finally abandoned by the US military in 
1960.   
El Morro Island, just off Taboga, hosted a unit of PT Boats during World War 2. 

Taboguilla Another island in Panama Bay which was acquired by the US Army and on 
which was sited coastal artillery to protect the Pacific entrance to the Canal. 

Talara Coastal city in northern Peru which hosted a US naval air base. It was also a 
refuelling stations for the US Pacific Fleet. There were naval guns on the hills, 
and submarine nets in the harbour.2060 

Thatcher Ferry Where the Bridge of the Americas (opened in 1962) now lies, linking the North 
and South America land masses. 

Toro Point Punta Toro; the Coco Solo DT-1 direction-finding equipment was moved to 
Toro Point at the Caribbean end of the Canal.  It is the name for the 
promontory on which is located Fort Sherman.  There was a famous lighthouse 
at the point, reportedly designed by Gustave Eiffel. 

 
2060  HMS Ajax, Achilles and Exeter, 3 British cruisers, were refuelled there on their way around the Horn to 
catch the Graf Spee in Rio de la Plata in 1939.  
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Upham NAS Upham Naval Air Station was the alternative name for the airbase at Coco Solo 

(see above). 
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Annex 4 

NEGOTIATING NEW TREATIES OF 1936 

 

Based on - 

Negotiating New Treaties with Panama: 1936 by Lester D Langley (Hispanic American 

Historical Review, May 1968.  Duke University Press): 

https://read.dukeupress.edu/hahr/article/48/2/220/157650/Negotiating-New-Treaties-

with-Panama-1936 

 

 

PRELUDE TO NEGOTIATIONS 

 

An earlier attempt to resolve some of the perceived inequities of the 1903 Treaty ended in 

failure.  Alfaro-Kellogg Treaty (aka the Kellogg-Alfaro Treaty) was signed between Panama 

and the US on 28 July 1926.  It set out to regulate the procedure for the expropriation of 

land for the operation of the Canal; the establishment of enterprises; the granting of 

customs facilities for Panama; and the payment, among others. It was eventually rejected 

by Panama's National Assembly2061.  It was negotiated by the same person who later 

negotiated the 1936 Treaty for Panama2062. 

 

The draft 1926 Treaty would have forced Panama it to allow continued control of the 

radiographic stations by the US and to make dangerous concessions at the military level, 

turning Panama into a war ally of the US. 

 

It had followed the 1904 Taft Agreement (1904), which was a concession made by the 

administration of President Theodore Roosevelt.  Whereas the 1903 Treaty had allowed 

the US to act as if the Canal Zone was US sovereign territory, the Taft Agreement provided 

 
2061  https://www.archives.gov/files/research/foreign-policy/memoranda-1963.pdf  
2062  https://www.ecured.cu/Tratado_Alfaro-Kellogg  

https://read.dukeupress.edu/hahr/article/48/2/220/157650/Negotiating-New-Treaties-with-Panama-1936
https://read.dukeupress.edu/hahr/article/48/2/220/157650/Negotiating-New-Treaties-with-Panama-1936
https://www.archives.gov/files/research/foreign-policy/memoranda-1963.pdf
https://www.ecured.cu/Tratado_Alfaro-Kellogg
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that the Zone would be permitted to import only those materials deemed necessary for 

the construction of the Canal, the use of its employees, or sale to transiting ships.  Canal 

Zone commissaries would not be open to the general public, (though it is said that 

enforcement of this rule was sometimes lax). The Taft Agreement expired in 1924.2063 

 

President Roosevelt had adopted a “Good Neighbor” policy in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, to secure stability in the region through cooperation and trade rather than 

military force and the examples of intervention (including in Panama in the 1920s).  

This initiative started with it being included in his inauguration speech of March 1933.  The 

first fruit of the new policy saw the 1903 treaty with Cuba that gave the US the right to 

intervene to preserve internal stability or independence (in much the same way as in 

Panama) was abrogated.2064  

 

However, when Roosevelt’s New Deal diplomats sought to change the status of Panama 

and the Canal, and convert the relationship with Panama from being a protectorate to a 

partner, this raised fears for the security of the vital Canal.  The US military considered 

that the 1903 Treaty2065, which allowed US intervention in Panamanian politics, was vital 

to the preservation of strategic interests; and that almost anything done in, by or for 

Panama could potentially impact the security of the Canal. 

 

 

Between 1933 and 1936, Panamanian and US representatives met in Washington to 

negotiate amendment of the 1903 Treaty, taking into account Panama’s political and 

economic aspirations, while still safeguarding the Canal. 

 

 
2063  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/taft-
agreement-1904  
2064  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/good-neighbor  
2065  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hay%E2%80%93Bunau-Varilla_Treaty#Article_III  

https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/taft-agreement-1904
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/taft-agreement-1904
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1921-1936/good-neighbor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hay%E2%80%93Bunau-Varilla_Treaty#Article_III
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These discussions led to no less than 4 treaties, all signed in March 1936, of which 2 never 

came into effect (and about which see more below) and 2 others which had to wait until 

mid-1939 to be ratified.  

 

By the late 1920s, Panamanians were said to be feeling deep resentment.  The impact of a 

Great Depression2066 served to exacerbate tensions because Panamanians found 

themselves competing for unskilled jobs on the “Silver Roll” with those of West Indian 

origin, whose forebears had been imported by to supply the manual labour for the 

construction of the Canal.  Skilled, or “Gold Roll,” employment was generally reserved for 

Americans.  

 

One result was that Panamanians came to condemn all foreigners — whether they were 

American technicians or West Indian labourers — as usurpers who seized the profits of 

the Canal for themselves, while Panamanians suffered economic deprivation.  

 

The effects of the Depression were especially acute in the terminal cities of Panama City 

and Colón at either end of the Canal.  Here the emerging middle classes depended on the 

prosperity of the Canal for their livelihood.   

 

Most of these middle-class groups had migrated from rural to urban areas, and had 

entered business or government service.  As much as the unemployed Panamanian who 

competed with those of West Indian origin in the Canal Zone, the middle classes in the 

cities resented US policy in Panama and sought greater commercial benefits for 

themselves from the Canal.  There was constant agitation for the nationalisation of 

foreign-owned businesses, and militant demands for a larger share in the economic 

benefits of the Canal. 

 

 

 
2066  The worldwide economic downturn began in 1929 and lasted in some places until about 1939. 
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Nationalism was a major factor in the 1931 coup.  The Acción Comunal party had been 

founded in 1926, and represented important opposition to the Presidency of Florencio 

Harmodio Arosemena, whom it accused of having organised electoral fraud to become 

President.  By 1931, accusations of financial and political scandals involving Arosemena 

reached a high pitch, and on 2 January 1931, Acción Comunal launched a successful coup.  

 

The US Minister in Panama and Secretary of State Henry L Stimson2067 refused to send 

troops into Panama City (as was permitted under the 1903 Treaty) to counter the coup.  

However, this restraint is said to have done nothing to reduce the anti-Americanism that 

had become an integral part of Panamanian nationalism.  The ruling clique that had ruled 

Panama for generations had done so largely on threats that any revolt would trigger 

intervention by the US.  The failure of the US to react to the coup completely discredited 

this group.  Following the coup, politicians would feel safe to appeal to the electorate in 

openly anti-American tones. 

 

This “Yankeephobia” carried over into the Presidential campaign of 1932, and relations 

with the US became the overriding issue in the election.  It was felt that only a reduction 

of US influence would allow Panama greater access to wealth generated by the Canal.  

None of the candidates sought the endorsement of US officials, and the election was won 

by Dr Harmodio Arias Madrid2068, an intellectual who had served as a representative in the 

National Assembly during the 1920s.  

 

In 1911, after several years of study in London, he had published a treatise calling for the 

internationalisation of the Canal and had consistently adopted a firm line on US policy in 

Panama.  As President, Dr Harmodio Arias Madrid was determined to mitigate the harsh 

effects of the Depression, with a moratorium on the national debt, establishing a savings 

 
2067  He was secretary of War during World War 2. 
2068  Brother of wartime President Arnulfo Arias Madrid, see Chapter 42. 
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bank, and overseeing a reduction in civil service salaries.  Such moves assuaged, but did 

not end the economic problems faced by the country.   

 

The new President recognised that Panama’s economy was inextricably bound up with 

that of the Canal Zone.  Only by a greater share in the benefits of the Canal could Panama 

solve its economic problems.  Newspapers and civil organisations which had supported his 

campaign now clamoured for revision of the 1903 Treaty, and in early October 1933, he 

travelled to Washington. 

 

NEGOTIATIONS BEGIN 

 

His visit to the US was an important prelude to the revision of the 1903 Treaty.  During a 

preliminary discussion with President Roosevelt, he learned that he must negotiate also 

with the State, War, and Navy Departments.  This caused him to prepare a detailed 

memorandum for Secretary of State Cordell Hull.    

 

In this Memorandum, Arias Madrid called for more participation by Panamanian 

merchants in Canal Zone commerce, a reduction of sales by the commissary stores in the 

Zone that sold goods at reduced prices, and an end to the subsidiary business activities of 

the Panama Railroad, which also owned several hotels and rental property in Panama City 

and Colón.  

 

Having outlined these headline items, Arias Madrid suggested the following 

recommendations as a future foundation for US-Panamanian relations -  

1. That the Canal is to be used, occupied and controlled exclusively for the 

maintenance, operation, sanitation and protection of the existing Canal; 

2. That, as a consequence of the above, Panama shall be in a position to insure 

for her own development, the commercial advantage inherent to her own 

geographical location, without –  
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a. on the one hand, affecting the maintenance, operation, sanitation, and 

protection of the Canal by the US, nor her judicial, police, and 

administrative jurisdiction in the Canal Zone; or 

b. on the other hand, prejudicing the prosperity of Panama or her prestige as 

a nation; 

3. That the government of the US favour the solution by means of arbitration of 

such questions of an economic nature which may arise and which cannot be 

decided directly by the 2 Governments. 

 

Although he had taken care to safeguard many traditional US privileges in the Canal Zone, 

the 3 general propositions had far-reaching implications.  

 

The first proposal, for instance, could be interpreted as a limitation on the powers granted 

to the US in Article III of the 1903 Treaty2069.   

 

Inherent in the second proposition was a criticism that Panamanian rights had not 

received proper recognition in the past.   

 

Finally, the suggestion of arbitration possibly impinged on Canal defence, operation, and 

maintenance, since certain kinds of economic activity related directly to those functions.  

 

The Memorandum received a more conciliatory reaction from the State Department than 

that from the War and Navy Departments.  Secretary of State Hull agreed that some 

limitation ought to be placed on commissary sales, but he was unwilling to adopt the 

retrenchment that Arias Madrid proposed.  More importantly, Hull offered his own 

version of the 3 proposals.   

 
2069  “The Republic of Panama grants to the United States all the rights, power and authority within the zone 
mentioned which the United States would possess and exercise if it were the sovereign of the territory 
within which said lands and waters are located to the entire exclusion of the exercise by the Republic of 
Panama of any such sovereign rights, power or authority”. 
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Essentially, Hull’s version of the first 2 proposals were similar to those put forward by 

Arias Madrid - except that his versions strengthened US powers in the operation, 

maintenance, and defence of the Canal.   

 

The third proposal proved more troublesome, but Hull was willing to accept arbitration on 

economic questions “not so clearly associated with the maintenance, operation, 

sanitation, and protection of the canal as to involve possible derogation from the rights 

granted to the United States by the Treaty of 1903”. 

 

Hull’s counterproposals, with slight modification, became the Roosevelt-Arias 

Memorandum of 17 October 1933.  Probably the most important change was the 

omission of the phrase, “as to involve possible derogation from the rights granted to the 

United States by the Treaty of 1903”.   This Memorandum represented a considerable 

triumph for Arias Madrid.  Roosevelt and Hull had amended his proposals, especially the 

third one, only slightly, and although he had failed to obtain a formal treaty, the 

Memorandum committed the Roosevelt administration to grant a “new deal” to Panama. 

 

The Arias-Madrid Memorandum contained the following principles points - 

• Restrictions on the sale to vessels boats by commissariats; 

• Measures to prevent sales at "below normal" prices on items such as cigarettes 

and beer that did not generate tax revenue in Panama; 

• Instructions to prevent smuggling activities by those authorised to use the 

commissariats and restrictions on the use of restaurants, clubhouses and 

admission to cinemas in the Canal Zone. 

In addition, the Memorandum pointed out the need to eliminate the clause that obliged 

tenants or contractors of restaurants to buy their provisions in the commissariats of the 

Canal Zone or through them2070. 

 
2070  https://www.ecured.cu/Tratado_Arias-Roosevelt  

https://www.ecured.cu/Tratado_Arias-Roosevelt
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However, Arias Madrid was still not satisfied.  The Good Neighbor credo must be 

enshrined in a formal treaty, he argued, for a future US Administration might rescind any 

promises contained in the Roosevelt-Arias Memorandum.  Panama also feared that 

already the Canal Zone officials were formulating plans for Canal expansion which would 

mean taking over more territory under the eminent domain provisions of the 1903 

Treaty2071.   

 

In June 1934, the Governor of the Canal Zone held a conference with State Department 

officials which confirmed the suspicions of plans for a further expansion of the Canal. The 

Governor refuted any justification for a new treaty and contended that the Canal had not 

in fact been “completed” as the Roosevelt-Arias memorandum appeared to presume.  

Construction was already being undertaken, he pointed out, and future Canal 

enlargement would be facilitated if the old legal safeguards and privileges in the 1903 

Treaty were retained.  

 

Nevertheless, the State Department had decided already to yield to pressure from 

Panama for treaty discussions, and preliminaries were arranged by Secretary of State Hull 

on his return from the Montevideo Conference of December 1933.  For the actual 

negotiations, however, he turned to Sumner Welles, a brilliant career diplomat who 

specialised in Caribbean affairs and who had been a trouble-shooter for the US 

Government in that area since the 1920s.  Like Roosevelt and Hull, Welles possessed 

genuine sympathy for Panamanian grievances. 

 

During 1934, Welles arranged a series of 110 meetings with the Panamanian delegation 

headed by Ricardo Alfaro2072.  Welles was inclined to yield to Panamanian aspirations for 

 
2071  See Chapter 54.  Plans for expansion of the Canal had indeed been discussed. 
2072  He later contested the 1940 elections against Arnulfo Arias Madrid, withdrawing amid claims of election 
fraud and intimidation on the part of Arias Madrid. See https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ricardo-
joaquin-alfaro-jovane/  

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ricardo-joaquin-alfaro-jovane/
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ricardo-joaquin-alfaro-jovane/
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de facto independence; yet he remained responsible for the protection of strategic 

interests of the US.  Alfaro viewed his mission as a kind of crusade to recover the 

sovereignty which Panama had lost in 1903 because of her inexperience in international 

politics.  In his opinion, the founding fathers of the Republic had unwisely trusted 

American paternalism and what he saw as the gross inequity of the 1903 Treaty proved 

the ill effects of such political myopia. 

 

It was agreed to discuss the 1903 Treaty an Article at a time, postponing commentary on 

Article I2073.  Using Article II2074, US authorities had taken additional Panamanian territory 

for the purpose of maintaining or improving the Canal.  It was conceivable, Alfaro 

emphasised, that the US might exercise a lien on the entire country, for the 1903 Treaty 

had placed no limitation on the extra lands and waters that could be attached to the Canal 

Zone.  Although he appreciated Alfaro’s logic, Welles fell back on the old strategic 

argument — a future war might demand extensive appropriations of lands and waters for 

Canal security.  Indeed, Roosevelt himself had stated earlier to the Commission that the 

US Government could not relinquish fully the prerogatives under Article II. 

 

Most of the difficulty over Article II lay in the inability to find a satisfactory definition of 

rights that would limit US expansion yet provide for future acquisitions if necessary.   

In March 1935, Roosevelt offered his own prescription that by a liberal interpretation of 

the new treaty, Panama and the US should discuss any future problem of appropriation of 

territory. 

  

Obviously, President Roosevelt assumed that in the event of an emergency any 

responsible Panamanian Government would be willing to cooperate in defensive 

measures and that Panamanian administrations would be friendly to the needs of the 

US.  Welles, however, perceived the flaw in this argument.  More pessimistic than 

 
2073  “The United States guarantees the freedom of the Republic of Panama”. 
2074  “The Republic of Panama grants the United States with the use of the land said canal be built, the 
surrounding land for construction purposes, and all islands within the limits of the zone”. 
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Roosevelt about the cooperation of future Panamanian governments, he held out for 

additional safeguards.   

 

Alfaro was thus given an ultimatum: he could accept the compromise Article II for the new 

treaty or delay the negotiations.  The new Article II, which Alfaro reluctantly accepted, was 

a compromise.  In it the US renounced the objectionable “in perpetuity” phrase of the old 

Article II, and Panama recognised a joint duty to cooperate with the US in the future if 

Canal defence demanded territorial acquisitions. No specific delimitation of lands and 

waters was written into the agreement. 

 

Meanwhile, the commissary question, which had not been fully solved by the 1933 

agreements, returned.  To Panama, these retail stores not only deprived Panamanian 

merchants of Canal trade but also symbolised the US determination to Anglicise the 

isthmus.  By expanding services in the Canal Zone, the commissaries had exaggerated their 

delegated duty to provide supplies not available locally.  Panamanian critics viewed the 

arrangement as a means of exploiting the Canal’s economic potential to the detriment of 

Panama.   

 

However, Panamanian protests over commissaries overlooked the practical services the 

system supplied.  Sometimes the War Department strained to find a plausible justification 

for activities of the commissaries, but in general it had good reason to argue that the 

Canal outlay required an efficient, dependable supply adjunct. 

 

Although Welles continued to insist that commercial activities in the Zone were related 

directly to Canal operation, Roosevelt had already made substantial concessions to 

Panama in 1933.  The immediate problem was to rephrase the administrative reforms of 

the Roosevelt-Arias Memorandum in a formal treaty Article. Welles pointed out that a 

detailed list of prohibitions in the new treaty might hamper future arrangements between 

Panamanian merchants and Canal Zone authorities.  But Alfaro wanted to draw specific 
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limits around commissary activity, in case the Canal Zone officials interpreted a broadly 

worded injunction to suit US interests.  

 

Thus, Article III of the new Treaty declared that businesses in the Zone should be operated 

or used only by Canal Company employees, their families, or contractors and employees in 

residence.   After 2 March 1936 (when the Treaty was signed), all enterprises in the Zone 

had to have a direct relation to the protection, maintenance, sanitation, or defence of the 

Canal.  Charitable, educational, religious, and scientific organisations that functioned 

exclusively within the Zone would qualify under this provision.  At last Panamanian 

businessmen were to have equal opportunity for retail sales to ships in the Canal. 

 

The Panamanians also won a limited victory in the question of transit across the Zone. For 

years Canal Zone Police had prohibited the re-entry into the Zone of “undesirables” and 

criminals.  Such a practice was a blow to national pride, since it forbade certain 

Panamanian citizens to travel across the Zone from one part of the country to the other.  

Welles recognised the inherent right of Panamanian citizens to cross the US sector, even if 

“undesirable” to Zone Police.  But Article IV of the new Treaty made the right “subject to 

such police regulations as circumstances may require”.  It represented another step, albeit 

a small one, towards the assertion of Panamanian sovereignty in the Canal Zone.  

 

An important factor in obtaining a greater share of Canal benefits was the question of 

employment in the Canal Zone.  Because of the segregation of Zone occupations, 

Panamanians usually occupied the same status as “Silver Roll” West Indians who were 

paid “tropical” wages.  The result was not only economic but racial jealousy, particularly in 

the hard years of the 1930s.  What Alfaro wanted was equality of treatment with 

Americans in technical positions and preference for Panamanians over West Indians in 

unskilled jobs.  The Panama Canal Company looked at the matter as solely an 

administrative one and argued, with some justification, that Panama really wanted most-

favoured-nation treatment in Zone employment.  To this accusation Alfaro replied that 
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Panama’s special relationship to the US implied special considerations.  Throughout the 

negotiations Welles refused to make any treaty obligation, contending that a formal 

commitment would bind the hands of Canal officials.  But in 1939, when the European 

crisis prompted increased expenditure on defence, Roosevelt stipulated special 

consideration for Panamanians in the authorisations for new construction.  

 

The most irritating problem was the effect of the concessions on Canal security.  To the 

War Department all the auxiliary functions of the Zone establishment were integral parts 

of the defence structure.  To the Army fell the duty of defending the Canal in order that 

the fleet might move rapidly from one ocean to the other, in 1935 the “two-ocean” fleet 

was still in the future.  One of the chief purposes of the 1903 Treaty was to grant the US 

broad powers of action to prevent any damage to the vital locks.  If these privileges were 

now relinquished, it was argued, the defence of the Canal would be seriously impaired.  To 

retain the assurances of the 1903 Treaty, even at the expense of offending Panamanian 

pride, might be better than to relinquish Article I of the 1903 Treaty and hamper defences. 

 

But the US had misused Article I.  Although framed as a guarantee of Panamanian 

independence, it had become the guise for US domination of Panamanian affairs.  It had 

provided legal foundation for sending Marines into Panama and for meddling in Panama’s 

foreign affairs.  Under the shadow of Article I, Panama had become a virtual protectorate.  

In reality, Article I was a guarantee of dependence, not independence. 

 

Welles was willing to accept an abrogation of Article I, if Panama in turn would commit to 

joint action in Canal defence.  He was satisfied that the original reason for Article I had few 

merits in 1935.  Panama had achieved political maturity, and the US Government probably 

would not need to intervene in the future.   

 

However, an unfriendly administration in Panama might grant dangerous concessions to 

foreign powers.  The central issue was the right of the US to intervene unilaterally if 
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necessary to defend the Canal.  Obviously, such a question involved the old problem of 

sovereignty.  If Alfaro approved Welles’ press for emergency unilateral action, then the 

obligation would imply a servitude on Panamanian sovereignty.  Article I would reappear 

in another form to humiliate future Panamanian administrations.   

 

On the other hand, if both sides simply agreed to consult after a threat to the waterway, 

costly (and perhaps fatal) delays might result.  Welles noted a possibility: if Panama 

antagonised a third nation, the US Government would not wait for hostilities to break out 

before it intervened to protect the Canal.  Hence, Panama must recognise a responsibility 

to Canal defence.   

 

As a result, the final draft of Article X of the new Treaty supported the concept of joint 

responsibility but underscored the right of both the US and Panama to take unilateral 

action in an emergency – 

 

In case of an international conflagration or the existence of any threat of 

aggression which would endanger the security of the Republic of Panama or the 

neutrality of the Panama Canal, the Governments of the United States and the 

Republic of Panama will take measures of prevention as they may consider 

necessary for the protection of their common interests. Any measures, in 

safeguarding such interests, which it shall appear essential to one Government to 

take, and which may affect the territory under the jurisdiction of the other 

Government, will be the subject of consultation between the two Governments. 

 

What became the Hull-Alfaro Treaty of 1936 represented a new understanding between 

the US and Panama.  In it the 2 countries agreed – 

• to end the Panamanian protectorate;  

• to recognise Panama’s rights to a larger share of Canal prosperity; 

• to increase the annuity paid by the US from $250,000 to $436,000 dollars;  
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• to recognise a joint commitment to Canal defence;  

• to uphold the right of transit across the Zone for Panamanian citizens; and 

• to abrogate the treaty stipulation of intervention in Panama City and Colón. 

 

END OF THE PANAMA RAILROAD MONOPOLY 

 

In addition to the new Treaty, both countries signed a transisthmian highway convention, 

which terminated the Panama Railroad monopoly and provided financial aid in the 

construction of a Panama City-Colón highway.  

 

The move for treaties regulating the construction of highways (and national radio 

transmitters – see below) stemmed from the Panamanian grievance that US Canal 

strategy prevented Panama from integrating the interior population by means of roads 

and radio.   

 

The US Army officers in the Canal Zone also contended that a highway crossing the 

isthmus parallel to the Canal would endanger security.  Military theoreticians at the time 

viewed the jungle alongside the waterway as an impenetrable barrier to any attacker, and 

believed it most likely that a strike against the locks would be launched from sea and land.  

Many of them regarded the Panamanian highway project as an asset to an attacker, who 

would probably land from the sea, move his forces into the interior, and strike at the locks 

along the Canal boundary.  Such a highway, the War Department argued, would merely 

help him to move men and supplies. 

 

The debate within the Panamanian Treaty Commission regarding these highway and radio 

transmitters was as spirited as those modifications made by the 1936 Treaty to the 1903 

Treaty.  The Roosevelt Administration readily accepted the Panamanian argument that the 

Republic deserved a transisthmian highway to connect its principal cities, offered to 



1052 
 

extend financial aid, and looked with disfavour on the non-transportation business 

ventures of the Panama Railroad Company.  

 

After considerable delay, the 1936 Treaty and the transisthmian highway treaty were 

finally approved by the US Senate in 1939.  This delay was due to warnings from the War 

Department that the concessions to Panama would undermine Canal defence.  A 

secondary factor was the decline of Roosevelt’s political influence following the abortive 

attempt to “pack” the Supreme Court in 1937.  

 

THE OTHER TREATIES - THAT DID NOT TAKE EFFECT 

 

2 other treaties were agreed that sought to allow Panama greater freedom in radio 

transmission on the isthmus, but encountered vigorous opposition from the War 

Department and was not put into effect. 

 

Like the agreement over the construction of highways, the call for one about radio 

stemmed from the Panamanian grievance that US Canal strategy prevented Panama from 

integrating the interior population by means of roads and radio.   

 

 

In the early 1930s, the interior villages were still isolated from the major settlements in 

Panama City and Colón.  The national capital on the Pacific was linked by rail with Colón, 

the Canal’s Caribbean terminus, but the line belonged to the Panama Railroad Company, a 

US concern which held a monopoly on transisthmian communication under Article V of 

the 1903 Treaty2075.  Panamanian efforts to construct their own highway were viewed by 

the railroad company as a violation of the 1903 Treaty. 

 

 
2075  “The Republic of Panama grants the United States a monopoly for the construction, maintenance, and 
operation of any system of communication dealing with the canal”. 
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As for the question of radio transmission, the US military had supervised the 

establishment of radio transmitters for the Panamanian Government since 1903.  The 

legal foundation for such close control rested on Article I of the 1903 Treaty, whereby the 

US had guaranteed the independence of the Republic.  By interpretation this meant that 

Panama had a “reciprocal obligation to give us the right to protect the Republic . . . and 

Canal Zone; the control of wireless will be a vital factor in preventing foreign 

encroachments and aggressions”.  In practice, Panamanian Government messages were 

broadcast without charge, and paid commercial communications were sent out for a 

moderate fee.  However, the fact remained that all radio transmission near the Canal was 

strictly under the domination of the US military. 

 

It was the radio issue that faced numerous obstacles.  The Panamanian representatives 

convinced the Americans that the question of radio control required a separate treaty and 

should therefore be excluded from the 1936 Treaty.  What had affected Welles was the 

testimony of a naval officer who asserted before the Panamanian Treaty Commission that 

the erection of private installations would interfere with vital ship-to-shore transmissions 

near the Canal.  He felt that a joint US-Panamanian board could be established to oversee 

isthmian radio communications and substantially agreed with Alfaro’s position.  But Alfaro 

would tolerate such a board only in wartime and insisted that US supervision of 

Panamanian radio in peacetime was an infringement of national sovereignty.  

 

Until this point, when the US military had objected to the transisthmian highway treaty or 

to concessions in the 1936 Treaty, Welles and Hull had deferred to the Panamanian 

position.  However, Welles believed the issue of radio transmission was crucial to isthmian 

defences, so that the Roosevelt Administration was “unshakable on radio matters and 

unable to make concessions in principle”.  The US, he told Alfaro, must oversee any radio 

message emanating from Panama City. 
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Despite Alfaro’s protests, 2 radio conventions, signed at the same time as the 1936 Treaty, 

provided for the organisation of a joint board, but ultimate control remained with the US.  

In addition, one of these treaties allowed the transfer of 2 US Navy installations to 

Panamanian jurisdiction.  Unfortunately, neither treaty was approved, although the 

station transfer did take place in 1940.  The other draft treaty remained under 

consideration in the US Senate until 1947, when President Truman withdrew it for more 

study.  

 

SUMMARY 

 

Overall, Panamanian diplomacy 1933-1936 was successful in improving or ending what 

was seen as the more repugnant features of the 1903 Treaty.  While influenced by 

nationalism in Panama, the new treaties also owed much to the Roosevelt Administration, 

for New Deal diplomats exhibited a willingness to give way to the rising nationalist 

aspirations in Panama.  The records of the Panamanian Treaty Commission reveal clearly 

that on several occasions Welles yielded to Alfaro and rejected the objections of the War 

Department.   
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RICARDO JOAQUIN ALFARO JOVANÉ2076 

 

He was born in Panama City on 20 August 1882, the grandson of a well-known member of 

the Venezuelan liberation armies.  Educated in Panama, his opportunity to further study 

law at the University of Cartagena was lost due to the War of a Thousand Days (Guerra de 

los Mil Días), the Colombian civil war 1899-1902 (Panama was, of course, still a province of 

Colombian then). 

In 1905, he became the Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs in the Panama Government 

post-independence.  In 1908, the was sent as Consul General in Barcelona and in 1912 he 

was appointed to the Legation of Panama in Washington DC (specifically dealing with the 

border questions with neighbouring with Costa Rica). 

In 1918-22, he was Secretary of Government and Justice, and in 1922-30 he was Envoy 

Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of Panama to the US. 

In 1926, he had signed the abortive Alfaro-Kellogg Treaty, which set out to regulate the 

procedure for the expropriation of land for the operation of the Canal; the establishment 

of enterprises; the granting of customs facilities for Panama; and the payment, among 

others. It was eventually rejected by Panama's National Assembly.  See Annex 42077. 

From 16 January 1931 to 5 June1932 he was President, after the 1931 coup and until 

President Harmodio Arias Madrid was elected in 1932.  In 1933, he returned to 

Washington as Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of Panama to the US, 

remaining there until 1936. 

While in Washington he and a diplomat, Narciso Garay Diaz, collaborated in negotiations 

that led to the 1936 Treaty (see Annex 4). 

He took part in the 1940 Presidential elections, but withdrew in the face of intimidation, 

and claims of election fraud, on the part of his opponent, Arnulfo Arias Madrid (see 

Chapter 42). He went to the US, only returning to Panama in 1942, after Arias Madrid had 

been deposed.  He went on hold a number of positions during the war in the 

Administration of President Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia. 

He worked on the new 1946 Constitution, being one of 3 lawyers responsible for drafting 

the new Constitution. 

In 1945, he became Minister of Foreign Affairs, and attended the first meeting of the new 

UN in San Francisco in 1945.  He resigned in 1947 over the Filós-Hines Treaty (see Chapter 

37). 

 
2076  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ricardo-joaquin-alfaro-jovane/  
2077  https://www.archives.gov/files/research/foreign-policy/memoranda-1963.pdf  

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ricardo-joaquin-alfaro-jovane/
https://www.archives.gov/files/research/foreign-policy/memoranda-1963.pdf
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He was a member of a commission led by Eleanor Roosevelt that wrote the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights in Paris in 1948, and he translated the Declaration into 

Spanish. 

In 1948-59, he taught as a professor at the University of Panama as Extraordinary 

Professor of International Law, but in 1959 left to become a judge at the International 

Court of Justice in The Hague.  He became Vice-President of the Court in 1961, and retired 

in 1964. 

Returning to Panama, he was involved as an advisor to President Roberto Chiari and 

political advisor on the negotiating mission for the 1967 Robles-Johnson Treaties2078 (in 

the wake of unrest in Panama in the late 1950s and early 1960s). 

In 1966, he led the Panamanian delegation to the Meeting of the Special Commission on 

the Preliminary Draft of Reforms to the OAS.  In 1968-69, he headed the Commission for 

the Reform of the Panamanian Electoral Code. 

In March 1970, he was declared “Distinguished Citizen of the Republic”. 

He died at the age of 88 on 23 February 1971. 

 

 

 
2078  Announced in 1967, it was signed by President Johnson and Panama’s President Marco A Robles.  When 
press reports indicated that the treaties would relinquish US control over the Panama Canal in favour of 
administration by a binational authority; provide for the defence of the Panama Canal; and allow the US to 
build a second canal across Panama if it chose to do so, members of the US Congress revolted and said they 
would not ratify such a treaty: https://library.cqpress.com/cqalmanac/document.php?id=cqal67-1313378  

https://library.cqpress.com/cqalmanac/document.php?id=cqal67-1313378

