
Chapter 25 

R+R IN PANAMA 

 

Left: PT Boat sailors visit with a local girl on a Panama City beach in late 1942 or early 1943. Note PT Boat 
anchored in the distance (National Archives)1 

Right: US sailors in Panama City on the 4th of July 19462 

 

What about R+R in Panama?  Downtown Panama City became a popular spot for US 

servicemen during the war, and the block on Central Avenue across from the train station 

and Plaza Cinco de Mayo was the location of the 2 most famous cabarets in Panama City - 

The Happyland and Kelly's Ritz3. 

 

With US Navy ships being “dry”, sailors could get drink, watch spectacular shows, shop 

and go on horse-drawn or taxi tours of sights – including the Rio Abajo red light district4. 

 
1 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13829.html  
2 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---
donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html  
3  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
4  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13829.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13829.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/alphabetical---donations0/c/ua-472-05-colette-carey-collection-.html
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15


 

Panama City centre in 1943. Light blue is Central Avenue, Blue is "J" Street, green is the area of the Kelly's 
Ritz and Happyland, red is the Coconut Grove area and yellow is the location of El Rancho and the Atlas.5 

 

Colón in 1945 

 
5  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15


This poster promoted a film based on Mamie Lee Kelly, 

owner of the Kelley’s Ritz nightclub.  Located at Plaza Cinco 

de Mayo across from the train station and the centre of 

Panama nightlife. One of its customers was Cole Porter, who 

was taken there when he passed through Panama.  He later 

immortalised Mamie Lee in his musical 'Panama Hattie', 

with Ethel Merman as Hattie, which was also made into an 

MGM movie in 1942 featuring Red Skelton and Ann 

Sothern.6 

 

The star performer at Kelley’s Ritz was a stripper (or “exotic dancer”) called Jade Rhodora.  

Her real name was Lou Elma Smith (see below)7.  One of her most famous performances 

was her “Beauty and the Beast” act. 

The Coconut Grove area  

 

In Colon, there was the Coconut 

Grove club on Balboa Avenue, 

which also staged the same kind of 

shows as the nightclubs in Panama 

City.  However, the term “Coconut 

Grove” said to apply to a whole 

 
6  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
In the film, according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters 
congregate where they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, 
and sparks fly between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs. In the film, 
according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters congregate where 
they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, and sparks fly 
between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs. Adapted from the Broadway 
musical “Panama Hattie”, which opened at the 46th Street Theater in New York on 30 October 1940, running 
for 501 performances.  Ethel Merman played Hattie, and Betty Hutton was Flo.   
See the end of this Chapter for the story of B-17 bomber named after the musical’s heroine. 
7  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15


district in Panama City, and not just one club8. 

 

Kelley’s Ritz nightclub on Central Avenue in Panama City9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1939, and a US sailor in Colón, in the background an advertisement for the famous La Conga cabaret on the 
second floor of the building located on 11th Street between Meléndex and Frederico Boyd Avenue.  La Conga 

required guests to wear a jacket and tie10 

 
8  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
9  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof655.htm  
10  https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/08/el-inolvidable-cabaret-la-conga-de-la.html  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof655.htm
https://www.elistmopty.com/2018/08/el-inolvidable-cabaret-la-conga-de-la.html


 

 



Arizona Republic, 26 June 198711 
 

Cutting from the Baltimore Sun in 1943 about joint 
US Military Police/Shore patrol and Panamanian 
police patrols of Panama City 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 1943: the bar of La Conga 

 
11  https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-obit/  

https://www.newspapers.com/clip/13909516/jade-rhodora-hudman-obit/


 

 Avenida Central, Panama 
City in 1943 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

26-page 1950 Manual for all servicemen “to assist 
you in self-guarding the welfare and the health of 
yourself and your fellow servicemen”.12 

 

 

The Atlantic Nite Club and the Caberet Moulin Rouge in Colón in the mid-1930s 

 
12  http://gozonian.org/offlimits/index.shtml  

http://gozonian.org/offlimits/index.shtml


 

BOEING B-17F-1-BO FLYING FORTRESS “Panama Hattie”13 

 

An interesting aside is the tale of a B-17 bomber which was named for the heroine of a 

Cole Porter musical set in Panama City, but which never itself came anywhere near 

Panama. 

 

This B-17F Flying Fortress was named for Mamie Lee Kelly, owner of the Kelley’s Ritz 

nightclub, located at Plaza Cinco de Mayo across from the train station and the centre of 

Panama City nightlife.  One of its customers had been Cole Porter, who was taken there 

when he passed through Panama.  He later immortalised Mamie Lee in his musical 

'Panama Hattie', with Ethel Merman as Hattie, which was also made into an MGM movie 

in 1942 featuring Red Skelton and Ann Sothern.14 

 

The B-17F was built in Seattle and delivered to the USAAF on 

19 June 1942, with serial number 41-24381. 

 

It was sent to Hickam Field, Hawaii on 28 July, and thence 

across the Pacific to Brisbane, Australia (via Christmas 

Island, Fiji and New Caledonia), together with 4 other B-17F. 

It briefly served with the 19th Bombardment Group for 

training, before being assigned to the Fifth Air Force – the 

63rd Bombardment Squadron, 43rd Bombardment Group on 

12 August 1942.  It was then that it received the “Panama Hattie” name on the nose.  It 

 
13  https://pacificwrecks.com/aircraft/b-17/41-24381.html  
14  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  
In the film, according to IMDb, Hattie Maloney runs a saloon in Panama where assorted characters 
congregate where they frequently sing and dance Cole Porter numbers. An upper-class gentleman arrives, 
and sparks fly between him and Hattie. They try and overcome complications between songs. Adapted from 
the Broadway musical “Panama Hattie”, which opened at the 46th Street Theater in New York on 30 October 
1940, running for 501 performances.  Ethel Merman played Hattie, and Betty Hutton was Flo.   

https://pacificwrecks.com/aircraft/b-17/41-24381.html
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15


carried the nose art of a woman, painted by Sergeant Ernie Vandal.  It operated from 7 

Mile Aerodrome near Port Moresby in New Guinea. 

 

It undertook a number of operations against ground targets and convoys from the 7 Mile 

Aerodrome.  Its last combat mission was probably on 18 October 1943, when it was used 

on a routine reconnaissance mission. 

 

In November 1943, it was transferred to the 54th Troop Carrier Wing and modified as a 

troop transport – with the nose art and name removed, along with the top turret.  

Renamed “Well Goddam” (with the picture of a baby’s face in a circle). 

 

It was later stripped to bare metal finish and used as a VIP transport, and the next month 

became the personal transport of General Wurtsmith, commander of the 5th Fighter 

Command.   

 

In 1944-45, it was used as a transport in Australia, New Guinea and the Philippines and, 

when the war ended, its regular crew left the aircraft in Okinawa.  By July 1948, it was 

reported to be at Clark Field in the Philippines and, though its ultimate fate is unknown, it 

was not recorded after then. 

 

 


