
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 

simultaneously1.  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 accordingly2. 

 

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 Wing3.   

 
1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department  
2 https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-12.html  
3  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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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) 

 

 

 

 
4  http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/caribbean/panama_mobile.html  

http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/caribbean/panama_mobile.html


 
18 February 1940 – note the protection from the ever-present 
mosquito  
(Photo by Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 19175.  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.   

 
5  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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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)7. 

 

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)8, which incorporated responsibilities in various British Caribbean 

 
6  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
7   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  
8  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


possessions which the US had acquired under Lend-Lease.  The separate Caribbean Air 

Force, also an Army command9, 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”)10.  

 

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) 

 
9  As the independent USAF was not established until 1947. 
10   http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm  

http://www.niehorster.org/013_usa/_41_usarmy/_41_us-army.htm


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 

 



 
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 
 



 

 

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 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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 simultaneously11. 

 

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 

sites12. 

 

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. 

 

 
11  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department  
12  Although these were still said to be capable landing “only” 5,000 to 10,000 men. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panama_Canal_Department


 

Map of the the most likely landing areas 



From 16 February 1941, the Mobile Force was given the role of protecting the locks and 

other facilities13.   

 

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.14 

 

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 Caribbean15. 

 

The Mobile Force was augmented in early 1942 with National Guard units, with the 150th16 

and 158th Infantry17 Regiments, the 158th Artillery Battalion18, 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 

November 1942 with 68,000 men (although the War Department had announced a 

 
13  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

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

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
16  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. 
17  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. 
18  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


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 US19. 

 

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 

 
19  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


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 drafted20.  

 

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 Panama21. 

 

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 

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 protection22. 

 
20  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm  
21  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm 
22  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
https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Framework/ch08.htm


 

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 

case23. 

 

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 

 
23 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. 



plan to land in Vichy-controlled Martinique (see the Chapter on 1943 for more 

information on the position re Martinique24.   

 

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 194325. 

 

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.26  

 

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 operation27, the paratroops 

were instead moved out in August 1943 and eventually shipped to Europe, where it was 

 
24  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. 
25 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 
26  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  
27  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


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 1943-4428, 

and attracted the attention of officers seeking to 

establish a new Air Commando organisation, 

inspired by the Wingate Chindit operations in 

Burma29, 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 unit30, which was to take part 

in operations in Burma in 1944. 

 
28  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). 
29  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. 
30  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 



SOME OF THE GROUND UNITS PRESENT IN PANAMA DURING THE WAR 

 

THE 2nd FIELD ARTILLERY BATTALION31 

 

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 Italy32. 

 

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. (Portee33).  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 1941.34 

 
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. 
31  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  
32  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Fort_Clayton/FC_index.htm  
33  “Portee” denoted that the guns were/could be carried on trucks. 
34  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


 

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 Army35), when they redeployed to Trinidad.  

 
35  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


Later detachments also went to Surinam, while volunteers were sent to South-East Asia to 

become part of Merrill’s Marauders36.   

 

In 1940, the Regiment supplied Anti-Sabotage and Transit Ship Guards.  Also in 1940, it 

received the new M1 Garand rifle37. 

 

The unit was deactivated in the US in May 1944, being 

reactivated and returned to Fort Clayton in February 194638. 

 

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 

199939. 

Jungle training in 
gas masks, 
November 1942 
(Photo by 
Keystone/Getty 
Images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
36  A US force which, like the British Chindits, operated behind enemy lines in Burma. 
37  The standard US Army rifle from World War 2 to the 1960s, with deliveries to units from 1937 replacing 
the M1903 Springfeld. 
38  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  
39  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


 
Army “war dogs” in 
Panama, 1943 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



14th INFANTRY REGIMENT – THE “JUNGLEERS” 

  

Photo taken in 193840 

 
40  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


 



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 Peru41. 

 

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 men42. 

 

On 1 June 1943, the Panama Security Command was disestablished and the Mobile Force 

resumed responsibility for such security.43 

 

158th INFANTRY REGIMENT – THE “BUSHMASTERS” 

 

Aka “Bushmasters” after its Panama jungle operations, this was a unit of the Arizona 

National Guard44, 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 

 
41  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
42  Ibid. 
43  Ibid. 
44  https://www.jstor.org/stable/26478372  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26478372


in January 1943, as part of a Regimental Combat Team (RCT) with the 158th Artillery 

Battalion (see below)45 for operations in the South-West Pacific46. 

 

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” name47.   

 

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 2.48 

 

 
45 Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
46https://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entryname=OKLAHOMA%20NATIONAL%20GUAR
D  
47  Ibid. 
48  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

