
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 mines1.   

 

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 

 
1  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. 

 



imminent and hence storage and maintenance facilities ashore would be needed for the 

mines.   

 

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 

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 

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).2 

 

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 example3. 

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 Zone4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf see Chapter 27 Army Mine Planters and Cable Ships 
3  https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/  
4  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


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 19485. 

 

 

 

THE MINE PLANTERS OF THE CANAL ZONE IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

U.S.A.M.P. General William M Graham6  

 

(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.  

 
5  http://www.navsource.org/archives/30/11/1105.htm  
6  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


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 Niles7 

 

(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. 

 
7  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf


 

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 Bell8  

 

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.  

 

 
8  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf


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 Condon9  

 

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.  

 
9  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA562276.pdf


Reconditioned as a junior mine planter in 1941, transferred to the Panama Canal  

Department, and assigned to the Panama Coast Artillery Command.  

 


