
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 USAAF1 

personnel and organised into Emergency Rescue Boat Squadrons (ERBS). They were 

officially designated Air Rescue Boats (ARB)2.  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 US3. 

 

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. 

 
1  Postwar, from 1947, USAF crewed the boats.  The USAAC had been reorganised as the USAAF in 1941. 
2  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  
3  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


 

P-258, a 42-feet ARB of 12th 
ERBS, Rey Island, Panama 
in 19454 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Crew of the P-2585  

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 

 
4  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. 
5https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Perso
n&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


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 
 
 
 

 



65-feet crash boat tied up at Cristobal Pier 9 in 
July 1953 – this example ended up postwar as 
the 370th EASR support boat6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Rey Island Compound 1945-46  

 

 
6   http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof319.htm EASR stood for Engineer Amphibious 
Support Regiment. 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof319.htm

