
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 19401 

 

 

 

The site at Coco Solo (aka Upham 

NAS2) 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-boats3.   

 

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 

 
1 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  
2  As, apparently, the US Navy did not feel that the name “One Coconut” was appropriate. 
3  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


field, 3 aeroplane hangars and a hangar for a blimp4, barracks, officer's quarters, 3 

seaplane ramps5, 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 Station6.  His father was a naval officer. 

Coco Solo in 1936 

 

Further development of the station began in August 1940, with the approved plan  

 
4  A non-rigid airship used for naval patrols (see the Chapter on advance bases for a little mote on the use of 
such blimps). 
5  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. 
6https://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


contemplating expansion sufficient to serve 7 patrol squadrons of flying-boats (as 

proposed by the Hepburn Board recommendations7).  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 locality8. 

 

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.9  

 

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 area10.  Other work included new barracks, a bombproof 

command centre, an operations building, and a large administration building to house the 

 
7  See the Chapter on the Navy for more on the Hepburn Report. 
8  The Navy also used Army facilities for the operation of its landplanes in the Coco Solo area 
9  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
10  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


administrative offices of both the air station and the adjoining submarine base.  Also 

added were several large warehouses11. 

 

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, 194112. 

 

COCO SOLO SUBMARINE BASE 

 

The site was also home to submarines, in the form of the Coco Solo submarine base13, 

which had also been established in 191814.   There were 5 submarines based there during 

World War 1 and, at the time of Pearl Harbor, there were 3 “V Boat” submarines15 

stationed at the base - USS Barracuda, USS Bass and USS Bonita (the former V-1, V-2 and 

V-3) 16, with the site also having a Naval Aviation Facility (originally established as a Naval 

Air Station in 1918) for flying-boats17.   

 

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 

 
11  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
12https://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  
13  Incidentally, the birthplace of Senator John McCain, who was born in 1936 at the Navy hospital at the 
Coco Solo Naval Air Station. 
14  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. 
15  Submarines are always “boats”, regardless of their size. 
16  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. 
17  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


construction programme begun during Autumn 1940 with the developments being 

confined entirely within the limits of the existing boundaries18. 

 

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 194219. 

 
18  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
19  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


 

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 194420 

 

In 1957, Coco Solo became the Coco Solo Annex to US Naval Station Rodman21.  By the 

1960s, no US Navy vessels remained, only some support staff and housing22.  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 

 
20  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 
21  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/57 
22  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


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 use23. 

 

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 

 
23  Journal of Military History Vol.81 Issue 4 (October 2017). 



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 gun24.  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 

 
24  Originally fitted with a 5-inch deck gun, these were replaced in 1928 in an attempt to cure handling 
problems and save weight.  



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 Island25. 

 

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. 

 

 
25   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


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 Japanese26. 

US submarine S-44 underway off the Canal Zone in February 1943 
(US Naval Archives) 

 

 
26  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


 

Map of Colon area showing the position of Coco Solo and the Cristobal Docks 

 

 



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 election27. 

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 

 
27  https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-McCain  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-McCain


 

 


