
Chapter 29 

THE GERMANS AND THE GERMAN “THREAT” 

 

In the immediate pre-war period, there was growing German influence and involvement 

in South America (see the article on the US blacklist of 1941 for further comments on this 

point).  Pre-war US military planning even considered the risk of German/Italian seizure of 

the area around Natal in eastern Brazil1, to strengthen their strategic position in the South 

Atlantic2 - and from to thereby pose a threat to the Canal.   

Screenshot of 
the propaganda 
video of the 
United States 
accusing South 
America of an 
alliance with 
Germany and 
Japan, to carry 
out missions 
against the 
"places of 
interest" of the 
Americans in the 
region3. 
 

 

 

 

In fact, Operation Pot of Gold4 was a US war plan of May/June 1940, formulated on the 

orders of President Roosevelt, to send over 100,000 soldiers to Brazil by air and sea in 

response to growing Axis influence within the country; and the first sign of an Axis move 

 
1  For a few notes about the base in Natal, see https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-
war-2-parnamirim-field/  
2  In fact, the US eventually negotiated use of base there in 1942. 
3  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  
4  https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/  

https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/


or pro-Axis movement5, the first 10,000 men of this force were to be transported to Brazil 

by air6.  The plan was never carried out.7 

 

However, when war broke out in Europe, the chance of a German naval attack on the 

Canal – given the size and strength of the British and French navies – was considered low, 

and in any event the US remained neutral.   

 

The chances of an air attack seemed even less feasible.  In the late 1930s and early World 

War 2, German bombers of known types could not operate directly from Europe to the 

US, although they could reach Newfoundland from Norway or Brazil from Africa.  Neither 

Germany or Italy possessed any aircraft carriers8. 

 
5  A German plot uncovered in Uruguay during the last week in May 1940 helped to confirm US fears and 
also alarmed the Brazilians sufficiently for the latter to send 5,000 rifles to the Uruguayan army: 
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/  
6  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 
7  Ibid 
8  Germany had laid down its first carrier, the Graf Zeppelin, in December 1936, and it was launched in 1940.  
However, it never entered service, as disputes between the Kriegsmarine and the Luftwaffe would delay 
the development of an air group, there was scepticism about the value of carriers that would slow the 
programme and, finally, the demands of the war prioritised other projects: 
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-
built-122791 A second example was broken up before being launched and the Graf Zeppelin was 
scuttled, incomplete and unused, in 1945 – to be then raised by the Soviets and sunk as a target in 1947.  

https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-built-122791
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-built-122791


 

1940 newspaper – “In 
London it is said that 
Panama is the centre of 
Nazi agitation” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, it was feared that using secretly prepared airfields they could strike at key 

positions either with bombs or with paratroopers.  The presence in several Latin American 

states of German airlines and the Nazi practice of mounting air operations with the aid of 

“students”, “tourists” and “civilian technicians” caused grave concern for the security of 

the Panama Canal.  It was felt that certain of the Latin-American states seemed to offer 

opportunities for Nazi techniques of infiltration and engineered revolution.  With or 

without such political preliminaries, the air weapon was thought to have potential9.   

 

In 1940, in Ecuador, the Italian Military Mission, that had been involved in training the 

Ecuadorian army since the 1920s, was expelled under US pressure.10 

 

 
9  The Army Air Forces in World War II (Princeton University, University of Chicago; Office of Air Force History 
Washington, DC) 1983: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf 
10  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more


Immediately before the war, US Army Chief of Staff George Marshall focused on how 

German aviation could facilitate a Nazi invasion of the Western Hemisphere, saying that - 

“German-controlled airlines in South America provided Germany the means for 

spreading Nazi propaganda, for communication with German agents and 

sympathisers in South America, and for familiarising German military personnel 

with South American terrain. They also provide bases which would be of great 

strategic value to an invader. Consequently, these airlines constitute a definite 

threat to the security of the United States in the event of war with Germany”.11 

 

The Secretary of State Cordell Hull agreed that “the danger to the Western Hemisphere” 

at that time seemed “real and imminent”, but the threat “was not limited to the 

possibility of a military invasion”.  Instead, it “was more acute in its indirect form of 

propaganda, penetration, organising political parties, buying some adherents, and 

blackmailing others”.12 

 

Pre-war US strategy in Latin America was to have 2 principal aims: preventing the 

establishment of Axis bases in the hemisphere and denying the German Navy the ability to 

operate in the Western Atlantic.13 

 

By 1939, large groups of German nationals had settled in the various countries of Latin 

America, particularly Argentina, Brazil, and Chile.  Germany maintained close contact with 

these expatriates through commerce, German diplomatic representatives, and pro-Nazi 

social organizations. German commercial interests in Latin America depended to a large 

extent on trade with Germany and various business organisations were brought into the 

National Socialist fold by appeals to patriotism and by threats of interruption of trade.  

This large pro-German, if not necessarily pro-Nazi, expatriate community provided a fertile 

 
11  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
12  Ibid. 
13  Ibid. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15


ground for the planting of espionage organisations by the German intelligence services - 

the Abwehr, and later on, the Reich Security Administration (RSHA). These 2 organisations, 

separately and in combination, were responsible for Germany's espionage operations 

before and during World War 2.  Latin America was probably their major theatre or 

operations, but similar espionage organisations were established all over the world - 

organisations that would be the objects of considerable scrutiny by Allied intelligence and 

counter-intelligence agencies14.  

 

In addition, it was estimated in 1939 that there were 3 million nationals of the Axis 

countries in Latin America, with a further 6 million who were of German or Italian descent 

or origin – the largest numbers were in Brazil and Argentina15.  Neighbouring Colombia 

was home to around 7,000 Germans, and Germans also controlled the airline SCADTA16, 

which had been formed in 1919 by a pioneer Austrian pilot17.  German aircraft 

manufacturer Junkers owned the Lloyds Aerea Boliviano airline in Bolivia, and a Lufthansa-

owned holding company also controlled airlines in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador and 

Peru. 

 

Germany has traditionally had strong ties to many Latin American countries, for example 

in Colombia.  There were, for example, 4 German schools - in Barranquilla (founded 1912), 

Bogotá (1922), Cali (1935) and Medellín (1968).   

 

 
14  https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-
histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf  
15  German-founded or funded schools might be an indicator of penetration in Latin America, and notably 
Costa Rica and Guatemala had the greatest number of such schools in Central America with their combined 
enrolment level at over 500 children: 
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&art
icle=2131&context=masters-theses  
16  Socieded Colombo Alemana de Transportes Aerea (“Colombian-German Air Transport Company”). It 
would merge into the state-owned airline, SACO, forming the Colombian national carrier AVIANCA. 
17  SCADTA was founded in 1921 by Peter Paul von Bauer, an Austrian, who in World War 1 had been a pilot 
in the Imperial German Army’s air force (the Deutsche Luftstreitkräfte). 

https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses


SCADTA was said to have produced photo-maps of Panama, from the Colombian coast to 

the Canal Zone, and to have supplied details to Germany of strategic areas in Panama, 

including the approaches to the Canal18.  In addition, from 1937, it began training German 

pilots in Colombia.  Diplomatic pressure on Colombia by the US had resulted in the 

German pilots being removed before, as already mentioned earlier, the airline was bought 

out by Pan American World Airways in 1941, having already acquired 80% of the airline19.  

Pan American fired all SCADTA’s German staff bar the chief executive, and then 

discovered that SCADTA had begun building secret airfields at strategic locations in 

Colombia.   

 

In 1937, SCADTA had begun to train 70% more personnel than required for its existing or 

projected schedules, these being “enthusiatic young Nazis” brought from Germany.  The 

last German pilots were removed from the country by the Colombian Government in 

1940.  It may have been, at least in part, merely a training programme, as pilot turnover in 

1937-39 averages 150 pilots per year.20 

 

In Ecuador, in 1941, in a concession to the US concessions the Germans were to be 

expelled from Ecuador, with the boycott of the Ecuadorian airline SEDTA (as SCADTA had 

become). Its Junker aircraft were confiscated, with one ending up in the hands of the 

USAAF as a war trophy and another in the Ecuadorian Air Force, the German technicians 

and pilots being sent back to Germany.21 

 
18  In 1939, it was reported that photo murals of the canal Zone at a scale of 1:100,000 were on the walls of a 
planning room at the high command in Berlin, and were reportedly shown to a sympathiser there during 
1938: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
19  The US and Colombian governments forced the principal shareholder, founder and now an 
Austrian industrialist, Peter Paul von Bauer to sell his shares.  
20  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
21  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more


 

In 1938, Hans Heinrich Schackow, a German employee of the Hapag-North German Lloyd 

Steamship agency in Panama, was found guilty of unlawfully photographing the coast 

defences of the Canal22. The jury was comprised of American employees of the Panama 

Canal and the Panama Railroad Company and took 2 hours to find him guilty.  Another 

German, Ernest Robert Edward Kuhrig, was also convicted on espionage charges, together 

with 2 other persons.  In June 1939, their appeals were rejected – the appeal being made 

against the “Government of the Canal Zone”23. 

 

In April 1940, a Japanese resident of Panama was arrested and admitted planning to pass 

on information of a British ship in Balboa port to a German resident (described as an 

“ardent pro-Nazi”).  Hans Heidelk, a pro-Nazi employee of Boyd Brothers Steamship 

Agency in Panama City, which was also agent for Japanesel lines, was the intended 

destination of the details of a British loaded with A-20 Boston bombers in Balboa, noted 

 
22  https://www.nytimes.com/1938/12/15/archives/german-convicted-as-canal-zone-spy-shackow-guilty-of-
unlawfully.html  
23  https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-
2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-
gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil  

https://www.nytimes.com/1938/12/15/archives/german-convicted-as-canal-zone-spy-shackow-guilty-of-unlawfully.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1938/12/15/archives/german-convicted-as-canal-zone-spy-shackow-guilty-of-unlawfully.html
https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil
https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil
https://casetext.com/case/schackow-v-government-of-the-canal-zone-2?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_MTkid9l7qpoXAYVHPhVnEEOwsFciO0tBTiWf60Kw2Ew-1635896610-0-gqNtZGzNApCjcnBszQil


by Katalino Kobiyama, a ship’s chandler.  He was spotted writing on a matchbox by a 

Panamanian stevedore, and he was stopped an searched as he left the pier.24 

 

In mid-1940, following the French Armistice, despite the continued US (and Panamanian) 

neutrality, there were fears that the Germans could attempt to sabotage the Canal to 

hamper US supplies to Britain, and to prevent the transfer of the US fleet to the Atlantic.  

The Canal Zone was therefore put on alert against possible surprise attack or sabotage. 

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941, after which Germany declared war 

on the US25, German and other Axis nationals, and potential sympathisers of other 

nationalities (including naturalised Panamanians), in the Canal Zone and Panama itself 

were rounded up.  Those detained by the Panamanian authorities were turned over to the 

US authorities in the Canal Zone for internment at a camp at Balboa26.  A committee then 

decided who should be permanently detained.  As in the UK, some of those detained had 

fled the Nazi regime, and in Panama included at least one ex-Buchenwald inmate. 

 

BALBOA, Canal Zone, Dec. 8 (AP)   

Canal Zone police, with close cooperation from Panamanian authorities, began rounding 

up Axis nationals today as the United States clamped a tight wartime guard over the vital 

area. In Cristobal the activities of the police were coordinated with a roundup at Colon 

where Panama police had taken eleven Germans into custody and were combing the city 

for more Axis nationals.  

New York Times, 8 December 1941 

 

 
24  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
25  On 11th December, the US reciprocating later the same day.  Italy also declared war on the US on the 
same day, and the US responded in kind. 
26  Originally in tents, which was fine during the dry season in Panama, but more permanent structures 
would be required from early- to mid-1942, as the rains began. 

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


Soon afterwards, in 1942, a dispute arose when the Panamanian Government objected to 

the US military releasing some of the internees that had been picked up by the Panama 

authorities and delivered for internment by the Americans.  The US Army was ordered to 

continue to detain such internees, at least until a more permanent camp could be 

constructed.  It has been claimed that the practice of releasing the internees angered the 

Panamanian authorities, who wanted the enemy aliens removed from the country27.  As 

long as they remained in Panama there was still the chance they could be released, but 

should they be swiftly removed the Panamanian government could move to take 

possession of their unattended shops and farms28.   

June 1940: Panama to 
register European and 
Japanese aliens to prevent 
espionage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
27  Eventually to Seagoville and “Camp Crystal” in Texas: https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-
2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf 
The Crystal City internment camp in Texas has been described as a relief to those internees who had been 
held in camps in Latin America before being shipped north.  Latin American camps and jails, including the US 
Army-administered Camp Empire at Balboa in the Panama Canal Zone, were said to be far grimmer.  
28https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&a
rticle=2131&context=masters-theses  

https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf
https://www.unive.it/media/allegato/dep/n9-2008/Saggi/Friedman-saggio.pdf
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=2131&context=masters-theses


Throughout 1942, it became clear that Axis influence had indeed extended to the region29, 

though not necessarily to the strength that had been initially feared.  The clear signs of 

existing Axis activity throughout South America only helped to increase the tension within 

the region and continued to be a source of concern to Caribbean Defense Command until 

late in the war30. 

 

During World War 2, the US Army, though its Panama Canal Department, had direct 

responsibility for intelligence not only for the Canal Zone and defence sites in Panama 

proper, but also the greater area including Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, 

Colombia and even as far away as Peru. 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the Germans would plan to somehow attack or sabotage 

the Canal and its operations.  It is even claimed that they planned an attack31 using Ju 87 

Stuka dive-bombers, transported by U-Boat, in a manner similar to that planned by the 

Japanese32 (of which, more in a later Chapter). 

 

A video declassified by the FBI in the final years of the war, set out to expose the South 

American countries that were alleged to have, with "passivity", let the Nazi and Japanese 

fifth column expand freely to the point of planning attacks on US merchant ships and even 

the bombing of "sites of interest" of the US.  It claimed Japanese and German colonies 

had installed communication antennas to alert the Axis countries of US movements, carry 

out attacks and weaken the war effort to the Allies.  It was also said that had the US 

 
29  In January 1942, an emergency inter-American meeting had been held in Rio de Janeiro which had failed 
to establish a binding commitment and instead produced a weak resolution encouraging the various 
governments to break off relations with the Axis.  At that time, it was simply not clear who would win the 
war, and several countries with traditionally strong ties to Germany and Italy (notably, Chile, Argentina, and 
to some extent Brazil) were reluctant to risk these relationships by taking the wrong side. 
30  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
31  Project Pelikan, see https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
32  The gist of the plan in 1943 is said to be the transporting of 2 Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, with folding 
wings about U-boats to an unnamed Colombian island near the Panamanian coastline, where they would re-
assembled, armed and despatched to attack the Gatun spillway, and thus cripple the Canal’s operations. 
Apparently in effect a one-way mission, any survivors were to escape via an unnamed South American 
country. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/


had "disrupted" a Japanese communications network that had its centre of operations in 

Brazil and the receiving point of information in the Pacific was Ecuador.33 

 

THE CHILEAN SPY RINGS 

 

In 2017, Chile’s investigations police declassified the files of a special unit called 

Department 5034.  This group had hunted for German spy rings during the war (although 

Chile in fact only declared war in 1943).   

 

Chile had declared war in 1943, despite having a sizeable German minority, and close 

trading links with Germany.  Despite the moderate government having eventually 

declaring war the country played no active part in the war, though it did supply raw 

materials.   

The German spies in the port of Valparaiso had monitored Allied merchant ships and 

listened in on Chilean naval communications.  The spies also intercepted radio 

communications of the Chilean navy and then used sophisticated radio equipment and 

code to send encrypted messages to Germany35.  

When Department 50 broke up the spy rings there were arrests of 40 people and the 

collection of weapons and cash, as well as plans for bombing mines in northern Chile.  It 

was reported that, at the time, Chile had 22 agents dedicated to combating the Nazi 

threat. 

The documents unveiled in 2017 revealed that a cell in the port of Valparaiso were 

planning to bomb the Panama Canal, though they offered no details of the plot36.  It was 

said that it was a separate cell that had planned an attack on the Canal. 

 

 
33  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  
34  The files were transferred to the national archives. 
35  https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151  
36  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-
show-180963836/  

https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/


In 2017, Deutsche Welle said that the files were only made public only after interested 

officials petitioned for their release37.  The files had remained effectively a state secret 

until then.  This, it was said, reflected the ambiguous relationship that Chile, like other 

South American states, had had with Germany at the time.  The files also revealed that 

young members of families of German descent in southern Chile had received paramilitary 

training. 

The handing over of the files to the national 
archives in June 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A JUNKERS FOR THE US ARMY AIR CORPS 

 

Emblematic of the German presence in South America was the only Junker Ju 52/3m to 

serve with the US Army Air Corps (USAAC).   

 

This aircraft was the 3-engine transport that was the classic German transport of the Nazi 

and wartime periods.  The type achieved fame in Germany following its use by Hitler in his 

propaganda, taking him around the country during the 1933 election campaign.  It was 

also used as a bomber pre-war, including during the Spanish Civil War, in the Chaco War 

between Bolivia and Paraguay and as a floatplane bomber for the Colombian Air Force. 

 

It was a low wing, all-metal design with a fixed undercarriage and a corrugated metal skin 

that had been a Junkers trademark. 

 
37  https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151  

https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151


 

USAAC C-79, serial number 42-5288338, in late 1942 at Howard Field when in service with the 20th 
Transportation Squadron of 6th Air Force39 

 

One example, construction number 5283, with Brazilian registration PP-CBA and named 

Aconcagua, belonged to the airline, Sindicato Condor.  It was in Panama in 1942 and, like 

many other civilian types in the US, it was impressed by the USAAC, which designated it as 

the C-79.   

 

By December 1943, the urgent need for transport aircraft, and particularly for a unique 

type like the C-79, had passed and the aircraft was disposed of in a transfer to the US 

Public Roads Administration in Costa Rica. 

 

During its time with the USAAC/USAAF, it was based at the Panama Air Depot at Albrook 

Field and its use included it being damaged in a taxiing incident in Trinidad in June 1943.   

 

 
38  USAAF serial numbers are prefixed by the fiscal year in which the aircraft was procured, in this case FY 
1942 (fiscal years run to September each year). 
39  https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html 

https://www.ww2incolor.com/us-air-force/JU52-C79.html


A definitely non-standard type, some steps were taken to replace some of the original 

equipment with US parts, this including replacement of the original BMW engines with US-

built Pratt & Whitney R1690 Hornets, as used on the Douglas DC.2 airliner. 

 

US POLICIES BLACKLISTING GERMAN INTERESTS IN LATIN AMERICA40 

 

A key aspect of US wartime policy was the creation and enforcement of a blacklist of 

German nationals.41 

 

However, (as argued in a 2003 paper from Diplomatic History, published by OUP), for too 

many Americans there was a failure to understand Latin America and its peoples, in part 

fed by misconceptions fostered, or enforced, by stereotypes reflected in cartoons, 

Hollywood movies etc.  This led to a concern that the smart Germans, in particular, could 

make puppets of the Latin American leaders and their states. 

 

In the period from the late 1930s until the Pearl Harbor attack, coups and other unrest in 

Latin America was routinely ascribed to the work of the Nazis – despite any proof that this 

was the case42.  Anything could be interpreted as “evidence” of German infiltration or 

preparations for it43. 

 

 
40  There Goes the Neighborhood: Blacklisting Germans in Latin America and the Evanescence of the Good 
Neighbor Policy by Max Paul Friedman (Diplomatic History, Vol. 27, No. 4; September 2003), Oxford University 
Press: https://www.jstor.org/journal/diplhist  
See also Nazis and Good Neighbours by the same author (Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
41  It has been argued it was the wartime crusade against Germans and German influence in Latin America 
that undermined and led to the demise of the pre-war “Good Neighbor Policy” (and concomitant 
relationships) that had been adopted in the 1930s by the Roosevelt Administration; and that it was the fear 
of a real or imagined Nazi menace (rather than the postwar one against the real or imagined Communist 
menace). 
42  1938 – Brazil and Chile; 1939 – Argentina; 1940 – Colombia; 1941 -Colombia and Bolivia. 
43  The most risible perhaps being an FBI graphic depicting 12,000German residents of Bolivia lined up, in 
ranks resembling stormtroopers – whereas 8,500 of these were actually Jewish refugees from Germany and 
Austria. 

https://www.jstor.org/journal/diplhist


In Colombia, the government actually did a good job of closely monitoring suspected 

Nazis, including tapping their telephones and opening their mail.  It even pressured 

neighbouring Ecuador’s government to be stricter with its own local Nazi party.  

Nevertheless, Colombia (after all a neighbour of the vital US possession in the Panama 

Canal) was at the heart of US concerns over Nazi influence in South America. 

 

In 1935, the Abwehr (German military intelligence service from 192144) sought to expand 

its intelligence network in South America, using expatriates from business and commercial 

circles, and building up a network in Argentina, Chile, Brazil and Mexico.  Some were 

supplied with wireless communication kits.  They were instructed to supply information 

gleaned from the press on US war preparation and production, as well as from agents who 

had travelled to the US, and sometimes also supplied details of ships departing South 

American ports. 

 

However, US intelligence (relatively small as it had been pre-war) was able to listen in to 

the agents’ radio transmissions from 1940, and was thus able to warn shipping, identify 

agents and arrange for them to be detained.  As with the handful of German agents who 

attempted to penetrate Britain during the war, the German appreciation of security seems 

abysmal and many agents gave themselves away through their behaviour or indiscretions. 

 

As we have seen, the Roosevelt Administration of the 1930s had adopted a different 

approach to relations with Latin American republics (as evidenced by the change to more 

 
44  Abwehr means “defence” in German.  The organisation reported directly to German High Command (the 
OKW).  It had incorporated the naval intelligence service from 1928.  Its head from 1935 was Admiral 
Canaris.  It was not a Nazi organisation as such, and was often in conflict with the SS and its intelligence 
activities.  Continual competition between RSHA Department VI and the Abwehr eroded the latter's 
authority until Walter Schellenberg (who became head of Department VI in 1943) took over its espionage 
and sabotage sections in May 1944.  At that time, Canaris was demoted to head of a special staff for 
economic warfare.   Canaris was subsequently arrested for conspiracy against Hitler after the July 1944 
bomb plot, sent to Flossenberg concentration camp, and hanged on 9 April 1945 (2 weeks before the camp 
was liberated by the Americans): https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/wilhelm-canaris  

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/wilhelm-canaris


of a “partnership” with Panama)45.  It had abandoned the previous policy of non-

recognition of regimes that came to power through revolutions and, in 1936, State 

Department officials in Central America were instructed to refrain from involvement in 

domestic politics in the region (this, of course, did not survive the postwar period, and the 

effects and paranoia of the Cold War). 

 

In Colombia, the US Ambassador in the immediate pre-war and early wartime period was 

to exert considerable influence over the evolution of an anti-German policy in the region.  

He pressed for the despatch of FBI agents to South America to assist local law 

enforcement, his Embassy was the first to collect details of German commercial activities 

for potential blacklisting, and he sent alarmist reports of the German paramilitary threat 

back to Washington. 

 

The rise to power of the Nazis in Germany had led to a change in German trade policy in 

respect of Latin America.  It sought to boosts its trade with the region at the expense of 

the US.  Otherwise, from a political perspective the Nazis were not that much interested in 

South America – although Hitler had briefly referred to it as the epitome of racial mixing (a 

bad thing, of course, in his mind).  Hitler had, however, said to foreign diplomats that he 

thought that a German-dominated Europe could eventually displace the US as the 

principal trading partner of Latin America. 

 

In 1935, the share of German trade with Latin America doubled, and in 1936 it replaced 

the US as Brazil’s biggest trading partner.  This could not continue without a reaction from 

the US, which had some $5 billion invested in the region, and with Latin America taking a 

third of the US industrial exports in several key sectors. 

 

 
45  For example, he did not overreact and send troops (as previous Presidents might have done) when 
Mexico nationalised US oil installations in 1938.  The oil companies instead had to make a deal with the 
Mexican authorities.  At conferences in 1933 and 1936, the US gave up any claim of a right of intervention in 
Latin America. 



As war approached, the US began to fear that the amounts owed to Latin America by 

Germany (largely due to methods of credit as “payment” adopted by Germany in the 

1930s) could mean countries would be unwilling to offend a country which could hold 

their payments hostage. 

 

In 1939, Roosevelt told a group of US senators that the “whole threat” from Germany was 

wrapped up in an attempt to dominate world trade “and put an economic fence around 

the United States”. 

 

The success of the German trade offensive also focused increased concern about 

involvement of German communities in Latin America.  In addition, in some states (e.g. 

Argentina, Chile and Bolivia) German influence extended to the military, given years of 

training having been provided by German officers to their militaries.  The rapid conquest 

of European states in April-May 1940 also led to fears of subversive acts by German 

residents and sympathisers (like the Norwegian Quislings) having been a contributary 

factor in the swift collapse of those countries. 

 

The first move taken by the US, in 1940, was to cancel contracts of Germans working for 

US companies in Latin America.  The policy was not to take any cognisance of their 

political activities or stance – just being German was enough.  What being German meant 

was also defined loosely, citizenship was irrelevant, it was “race” that mattered (ironically, 

given Nazi attitudes to “race”). 

 

However, many companies appeared to still put profit over patriotism, and in January 

1941, no less than 17,000 US companies were warned that the government still expected 

them to dismiss their German employees – or they would put any export licences at risk. 

 

As with many wartime policies, national security and economic concerns went hand in 

hand.  This was the case not only with the US, but in many Latin American states where, 



when German (and Japanese) businessmen were displaced, the governments or their 

friends could step in and take over the property or business. 

 

An example of how economic or business interests could proceed alongside national 

security concerns saw the Sterling Products Corporation calling on the State Department 

in November 1941 and pressing to have its competitor in aspirin tablet production (owned 

by Bayer) in Brazil included on a US blacklist.  The State Department duly added aspirin 

powder to the export control list in December 1941, and Sterling’s only serious competitor 

in the Brazil market was effectively eliminated. 

 

On 17 July 1941, the first blacklist, more properly the “Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked 

Nationals”46 (see below), was issued by the State Department, targeting all businesses 

thought to be pro-Nazi47.  It was based on information for various sources, including from 

diplomatic missions and from British sources.  A dedicated unit in the Department, the 

Division of World Trade Intelligence, was set up to compile the List.  Of course, the List 

was, in essence, purely a US domestic measure.  However, any foreign company doing 

business with a body on the List would itself be listed. 

 

In fact, it had been decided not to blanket list all Germans, in part because such a measure 

in World War 1 had resulted in serious economic disruption in Latin America – and the US 

had protested when the British had created a similar list in 1915, this causing knock-on 

damage to US economic interests.48 However, when the US joined World War 1 in 1917, it 

also adopted a similar broad-bush “Enemy Trade List” (so broad that it could affect 

anyone with a German surname).  This had resulted in a backlash, and sympathy for 

Germany and those affected. 

 
46  Executive Order 8389.  See https://digital-
commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils  
47  Furthermore…”Wherever reference is made to “Proclaimed List nationals”, the term should be 
understood to include others to the extent that they are known to be acting for the benefit of such 
Proclaimed List nationals”: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v06/d317 . 
48  Latin American states made similar complaints over the imposition and effect of the 1941 List. 

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v06/d317


 

US officials attempted to avoid the mistakes and problems caused by the lists of World 

War 1.  They developed a set of criteria to determine whether a particular individual or 

business was “dangerous” enough to warrant being listed.  However, the criteria were to 

be so broad as to potentially anyone of German origin – such as having family members in 

Germany, or sending your children to a German school.  Locals who had served as lawyers 

or accountants for German businesses, or even had merely rented them property, could 

also end up on the List.49  However, US officials were unwilling to relax listing criteria, for 

fear that Germans would mask their activities through nominal control and ownership by 

foreign nationals. 

 

On 7 November 1941, the Colombian Senate unanimously adopted a resolution 

denouncing the List.  Despite US attempts to have the Senate report suppressed, the 

report was circulated to several other states. 

 

In Brazil, the foreign minister vigorously opposed the List.  Some 165 companies in the country 

that were blacklisted were either Brazilian-owned, or had operated in Brazil for many years.  In 

one case, a company employing 2,000 Brazilians was largely Brazilian-owned, but some of its 

minority shareholders were German.  Unable to obtain a satisfactory response from the US, 

Brazil eventually banned publication of the US List in the Brazilian newspapers. 

 

It was the case that some, at least, German businesses owned by German parent companies 

did collaborate in Nazi efforts to spread propaganda, or provided cover for payment transfers 

involved in espionage etc.  Hence, it could be argued that hurting companies like Bayer (owned 

by IG Farben) made sense from a security perspective.  For example, the shipping lines, 

Hamburg-America and North German Lloyd were particularly involved in maritime espionage. 

 

 
49  Colombia’s Minister to Costa Rica compared the List, and secret denunciations that might be involved, to 
the Spanish Inquisition. 



In 1941, the US also created a secret list, the “Confidential List of Unsatisfactory Consignees”, 

used as a basis for the denial of export licences, prepared and used by the Office of Export 

Control in the State Department – for example, for the supply of newsprint to any Latin 

American newspaper that might criticise the US50. 

 

There was a suggestion in 1942 to make the original US blacklist into a more cooperative, 

multilateral effort, to allow it to better fit in with the Good Neighbor Policy.  This, it was 

suggested, could involve the publication of a list that Latin American states might choose 

to base their export control policies on. 

 

Certainly, the unilateral aspect of the US blacklist seemed not only high-handed, but also a 

violation of an agreement from the 1936 Buenos Aires conference51 not to intervene 

“directly or indirectly, and for whatever reason, in the internal or external affairs of any 

other of the Parties”. 

 

There was also a degree of double standards.  Investigations in the US itself, under the 

Trading with the Enemy Act 1917, did see assets frozen and export licences denied.  

However, investigation standards adopted were higher, there was no blacklist of US 

citizens who had dealt with Axis countries when that was still legal, and (except in rare 

cases) enemy aliens residing in the US were not blacklisted or subjected to excessive 

financial or commercial restrictions.  Companies owned by Germans were seized and 

regulations prevented the flow of funds to Germany.  However, unlike in Latin America, 

the US Government did not engage in a wholesale programme to liquidate or transfer to 

US persons the businesses owned by the 300,000 Germans living in the US.  After all, what 

they produced contributed to US GNP. 

 

 
50  However, some cases were more justified.  For example, in Costa Rica the publishing house of Antonio 
Lehmann was listed, even though he was a native-born Costa Rican.  He had participated actively in Nazi 
Party events, and printed all the propaganda doe the German Legation and Nazi-related organisations. 
51  The Inter-American Conference for the Maintenance of Peace: https://www.jstor.org/stable/20662819  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/20662819


A ludicrous example, but one where a listed person was successful in being removed from 

the US blacklist, was where the important Colombian pharmaceutical company was listed 

after the US Embassy found out about a drunken incident in which the company’s 

proprietors had torn up a photograph of President Roosevelt and made pre-German 

utterances.  Several senators and the Colombian President all made representations to the 

new US Ambassador (that is to say, not the one who had been one of the original 

instigators of the anti-German policies in Latin America) and the company was removed 

from the list. 

 

Following sustained resistance by Latin American governments, in January 1942, a slight 

change was made to US policies, with diplomats told to consult with local governments 

over any future additions to the blacklist – as long as that government had broken 

relations with the Axis.  It still took over a year for the first such consultative bodies to be 

set up, and the US always retained to itself the power to delist someone. 

 

However, no Latin American nationals would be permitted on the US-based 

Interdepartmental Committee that decided on policies re the blacklist.  Instead, in 1943, 

authority was granted for new consultative committees to be established in the capitals of 

Latin American states with expanded powers to supervise economic and financial anti-Axis 

controls.  This would also serve to increase US oversight of the economic affairs of the 

country concerned, of course, so even this move could be seen to have an ulterior motive. 

 

On the other hand, the existence of the consultative committees did demonstrate that US 

concerns over the lack of Latin American participation over economic warfare was largely 

misplaced. 

 



That said, at a conference held in Washington in July 194252, feelings were running so high 

that the US State Department avoided making any mention of the blacklist at all – despite 

it being at the heart of the economic warfare efforts. 

 

The blacklist idea was replicated in some Latin American states.  For example, on 5 May 

1941, the Diario Oficial (the Official Journal of the Republic) published the El Salvador 

blacklist53.  This is reproduced at the end of this Chapter. 

 

The blacklist did not fade away as the threat from Germany faded later in the war, 

seeming to reinforce the idea that the policies were as much an economic measure as a 

security one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
52  An Inter-American Conference on Systems of Economic and Financial Control. 
53  https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf  

https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf




 



 



EL SALVADOR BLACKLIST IN THE DIARIO OFICIAL 5 MAY 1942 

 



 



 



 

 

THE COSTA RICA EXPERIENCE 

 

In neighbouring Costa Rica, there was internment of “enemies” and sequestration of their 

property. 

 

In Costa Rica, as well as the imprisonment or deportation of German families, the Costa 

Rican government expropriated property from many elite German families who had 

dominated coffee, sugar and other export industries. Germans had been moving to the 

isthmus since the region in search of opportunity in the Americas and found fertile ground 

in the coffee business in particular.  By World War I, Germans were well established in 

many key export industries in Costa Rica, from coffee, bananas and cocoa to electrical 

generation and the importation of finished goods from Europe.   



As war broke out, and a naval blockade separated Costa Rica from its European markets, a 

deal was struck for the US to buy its coffee with a catch.  The US State Department 

announced that it would boycott all exports from German-owned businesses, most 

notably coffee.  Coffee constituted more than 54% of Costa Rica’s exports of which 

Germany had previously purchased roughly 40%.   

 

For example, the Victoria sugar factory owned by the Niehaus family was expropriated in 

March 1943 at an estimated value of more than $700,000 in today’s dollars. The factory 

became the first agro-industrial cooperative in Costa Rica later that year. Expropriated 

property was also used to pay down the country’s soaring national debt. 

 

 

Costa Rican-German relations reached a nadir when riots broke out in San José on 4 July 

1942, following the torpedoing of the San Pablo, a United Fruit Company ship docked at 

the Caribbean port of Limón.  24 Costa Ricans were killed in the U-boat attack.  More than 

120 shops of German-owned businesses were looted, 76 were injured and 15 tons of glass 



were broken.  Reportedly, 100 German and Italian residents were arrested followed the 

unrest. 

 

When the war ended in 1945, the internment camp in San José was closed and detainees 

returned to their families, homes and businesses, if they were able to keep them.  Some 

reclaimed lost property, but others could not and faced starting over from nothing.54 

 

OPERATION PELIKAN 

 

Aka Projekt 14, this was claimed to be a German plan to attack and cripple the Panama 

Canal.55 

 

It is said that in late 1943 the Wehrmacht had completed its preparations to haul 2 

Junkers Ju 87 Stuka56 2-seat dive-bombers, modified with folding wings, on 2 U-boats to 

an unnamed Colombian island.  There they would be reassembled, armed with “special 

bombs” and used to attack Gatun Dam. 

 

Following the attack, they were to fly to a neutral country and seek internment. 

 

The plan was said to have been called off at the last minute, which claims that it had been 

betrayed. 

 

Germany had developed a version of the Stuka with folding wings, intended for use on the 

incomplete aircraft carrier Graf Zeppelin.  In development 1937-39, the Ju 87C variant (see 

below) never entered production.  Intended as a dive- and torpedo-bomber, and designed 

to be launched from a catapult, with 2 prototypes flying in 1938 and test flown, including 

catapult launches. 

 
54  https://ticotimes.net/2014/12/15/the-story-of-costa-ricas-forgotten-world-war-ii-internment-camp  
55  https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
56  Stuka being an abbreviation of Sturzkampfflugzeug (“dive-bomber”). 

https://ticotimes.net/2014/12/15/the-story-of-costa-ricas-forgotten-world-war-ii-internment-camp
https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/


 

It has been reported that there was no mention of the plan made during interrogation of 

former Abwehr officers by Allied counterintelligence, but others claim that a dossier 

containing plans for sabotage of the Canal was captured after the war57.  These plans 

included landing of agents, or agents already in place, to carry out the attacks.  It was also 

said that, in 1939, Göring, commander of the Luftwaffe, discussed one or more long-range 

Focke Wulf FW 200 Condor bombers (though these were not yet in production) to attack 

the locks.   

 

Postwar, a former RSHA58 (that is, not Abwehr) agent in the US during the war, Erich 

Gimpel, claimed that the attack by Stukas had been intended to target an “overflow weir” 

(a spillway).  It was said that the decision to attack the spillway was made after consulting 

a German engineer who had worked on the Canal project in 1905. 

 

 
57 The Game of the Foxies: the Untold Story of German Espionage in the United States and Great Britain 
during World War II by Ladislas Farago (David McKay Co, New York, 1971). 
58  The Reichssicherheitshauptamt was an organisation subordinate to Heinrich Himmler in his dual capacity 
as Chef der Deutschen Polizei (Chief of German Police) and Reichsführer-SS, as the head of the SS.  It 
replaced the Abwehr in the foreign intelligence role in 1943. 


