
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 

operations1.   

 

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”.2 

 

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 

 
1  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/  
2  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


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)3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 reformed4 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 

 
3 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/NH-44000/NH-44486.html  
4  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


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 boat5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A third manufacturer, Huckens of Jacksonville, Florida, built just 18 boats – none of which 

were used in combat6.  Instead, the 12-man, 42-ton Huckins-designed boats were assigned 

to the training squadron, in Rhode Island, the Canal Zone and Hawaii7. 

 

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”8. 

 
5  https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html  
6  https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2019/12/03/weapons-wwii-pt-boats/  
7  https://www.lutonmodelboat.co.uk/history_ptboats.html  
8  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


 

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 Balboa9. 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 added10, 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 

 
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


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.11 

 

Huckins-built PT Boat PT 77 moves 
through the wake of another boat during 
training in Panama Bay, January 194312 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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.13 

 

Commissioned in August 1942, at its peak the major overhaul base on Taboga operated 

with 47 PT boats and 1,200 men14.   

 

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; 

 
11  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
12  https://ptboatred.wordpress.com/2016/08/23/panama-training-run-in-43/  
13  http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-
bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&st=10&nd=20&pg=1&sc=20  
14  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 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 

1015 

 

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 Government16. 

 

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 authorities17. 

 

PT Boats in 1943 

 
15  http://www.ptboatforum.com/cgi-
bin/MB2/netboardr.cgi?fid=102&cid=101&tid=2132&pg=1&sc=20&x=0 
16  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
17  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
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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 lamp18 

 
 

 

 

 

 
18 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)19. 

 

 

 

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.20 

 

 

 

 

 
19  http://pt-king.gdinc.com/radar.html  
20  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


 

A disused Quonset hut on Taboga 

 

PT Boats at the Galapagos Islands 

 


