
Chapter 32 

CARIBBEAN DEFENSE COMMAND AND ARMY COMMANDS 

 

In existence from 1941 to 1947, the Caribbean Defense Command (CDC) was tasked with 

protecting the Panama Canal, the Canal Zone, and all its access points, as well as 

defending the region from Axis aggression and setting up a series of US bases throughout 

the Caribbean from which to project US military power after World War 2.   Combining the 

Panama Canal and Puerto Rico Departments, its headquarters were at Quarry Heights, 

near Balboa and Panama City, and utilised the underground facility built into the side of 

Ancon Hill. 

 

Its establishment on 10 February 1941 was effectively brought about by the war, and the 

need for it resulted from the presence of the Canal and the Canal Zone.  Like the 

combatant commands that would come after it, the CDC would also oversee various 

subordinate commands in its area.  However, early successes, as well as the general 

progress of the war saw to it that the original mission of the Command was quickly 

rendered moot1. 

 

On 9 September 1941, the mission of CDC was revised, being expanded to be “to defend 

the Panama Canal and all outlying bases and stations in the Panama Sector for attacks by 

land, sea and air”.2  

 

A Joint Operations Center was established on 17 December 1941, with an Air Task Force 

added on 22 December, under the commanding general of the Sixth Bomber Command.  

The Air Task force was to include all US Army Air Corps (USAAC) bombers in the Panama 

sector, plus all US Navy patrol bombers in the Panama Naval Frontier, for the purpose of 

 
1  A History of the United States Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947) by Cesar A. Vasquez, a 
dissertation (Florida International University) 2016: 
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
2  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

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

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j


aerial patrol and reconnaissance and to attack any force detected in either the Atlantic or 

Pacific approaches.   

 

Formation of the Air Task Force initially left the Caribbean areas largely to naval forces, as 

both USAAC and Navy aviation operations were concentrated on the Pacific approaches, 

which were thought potentially more vulnerable.  Indeed, the Army was convinced the 

greater danger came from the Pacific and thus that there was a need to concentrate 

forces on that side.  However, the Navy considered the submarine threat on the Atlantic 

approaches and Caribbean sea routes to be greater.3 

 

As it transpired, the CDC had less military significance during World War 2 than military 

leaders had originally imagined.  The potential for Axis aggression against the region 

having been effectively dealt with not long after the US entry into the war, and no major 

attacks against the Canal or Canal Zone were ever successfully carried out.   

 

Furthermore, the US contingency plans for using and improving Panamanian railways for 

moving supplies from the Atlantic to the Pacific in case of emergency were assessed to be 

sufficient to supplant the Canal altogether should the latter become completely 

inoperable4.  It has been said that the railways along the isthmus would have been 

sufficient to handle all the shipping just as well as the Canal had, though at an admittedly 

higher price and, in retrospect, this and the enormous and rapid expansion of the US naval 

fleets rendered the Canal less of a strategic asset than a symbolic, diplomatic, and 

economic one5.   

 

 
3  Ibid. 
4  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
5  The Big Ditch: How America Took, Built, Ran, and Ultimately Gave Away the Panama Canal by Noel Maurer 
and Carlos Yu (Princeton University Press) 2011. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


As the tide of war began to turn, the CDC saw itself being increasingly marginalised 

militarily, with resources and personnel reduced – though other roles, including training6, 

grew in importance7. 

 

With the defence of the Canal Zone primarily an Army responsibility, its location and the 

situation on the ground meant that naval and air power was also needed to properly 

protect it, and hence required the coordination of the (often rival) services8.  Though the 

CDC would never quite function as well as intended, it would serve as a prototype unified 

command which would deal jointly with the different branches of the services (mostly 

Army and Navy) in a manner that would later be adopted throughout the US military. 

 

Furthermore, an important factor was that the presence of the CDC helped the US in its 

dealings with its neighbours by providing a centralised authority within close proximity to 

the South American continent which could communicate quickly with decision-makers in 

Washington9. 

 

CDC formed a triangle, with Panama, the Puerto Rico sector to the north and the Trinidad 

sector to the east – meaning the latter 2 sectors were to be defended areas through which 

any attack on the Canal would have to pass. 

 
6  In November 1944, CDC began to establish additional training resources to assist the efforts of Latin 
American republics to “mold their individual military groups into well-functioning and efficient organizations 
patterned after the general principles of the United States Army” (per CDC Training Memorandum Number 
1, Training Directive Training Year 1945). 
7  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
8  It helped perhaps that, at the time, the Air Force was a part of the Army, as the US Army Air Corps (the US 
Army Air Force from 1941); the US Air Force not being created as a separate service until 1947.  The other 
elements of the US defence structure, the US Marine Corp and the US Coast Guard both came under the 
auspices of the US Navy (the latter in wartime, being a part of the US Treasury in peacetime). 
9  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


General Frank M Andrews, who had been the first airman on the War Department General 

Staff, organised and led the Panama Canal Air 

Force, later the Caribbean Air Force, 1940-41, this 

becoming the prototype for future overseas 

numbered air forces.  He was promoted on 18 

December 1941 to head the new Caribbean 

Defense Command, which also became the model 

for other overseas theatre commands.   

 

He was the first air officer to head a joint war-

fighting command overseas, and went on to 

become US Theatre commander in the Middle East 

1942-43, and overall commander of the US European Theatre of Operations in February 

1943.  However, he died in May 1943 in the crash of a B-24 Liberator along the Icelandic 

coast.  Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland is named in his honour10.11 

 

For more on General Andrews and the establishment of the Command, see below. 

 

As is noted elsewhere, the lack of activity in the Caribbean led to the CDC being 

downgraded repeatedly and restructured several times throughout 1943, with its 

Commanding General spending much of his time working on political-military relations  

with Latin American nations rather than purely military issues12.  Toward the end of 1943, 

the Command had already begun functioning as a more bureaucratic entity than a purely 

military one.   

 

 
10  https://www.nationalaviation.org/our-enshrinees/andrews-frank/  
11  For more on his achievements, see: https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-
27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf  
12  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://www.nationalaviation.org/our-enshrinees/andrews-frank/
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


In April 1943, the War Department had reduced the Caribbean Defense Command, to the 

status of Category "B", that is, it was considered a coastal frontier that "may be subject to 

minor attacks".  

 

Under the US Army's RAINBOW 513 plan as revised to November 1941, it had been 

specified that the Continental USA defence commands should operate in wartime under 

Defense Category B, which under the current definitions meant that they might be 

subjected to minor attacks.  Army activity under this category would have been limited to 

a partial manning of harbour defence installations.   

 

However, as soon as accurate news of the extent of the Pearl Harbor damage was known 

it was decided that the Pacific coast must operate under the higher Category C.  Category 

C areas were those in which minor attacks were anticipated "in all probability," and 

required a full installation and manning of harbour defences and the provision of other 

ground and of air defence forces in accordance with strengths available and the 

immediate outlook along the particular frontier.  The Continental USA frontiers remained 

under Category C until April 1943, but during December 1941 both East and West Coasts - 

and during the first half of 1942 the West Coast in particular – had received attention well 

beyond what Category C specifications required14. 

 

In Panama in April 1943, with the defence status downgraded from Defense Category “D” 

to “B” status, there was a corresponding reduction in the number of patrol tracks 

expected to be flown each day15.  

 
13  The 5 Rainbow plans officially replaced the colour-named war plans of the 1920s and 1930s in 1939 
(including Plan Orange, which anticipated war with Japan – see below).  Rainbow 5, which was destined to 
be the basis for US strategy, assumed that the US was allied with Britain and France and provided for 
offensive operations by US forces in Europe, Africa, or both: 
https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up  
14 United States Army in World War II: The Western Hemisphere, Guarding the United States and Its Outposts 
by Stetson Conn, Rose C. Engelman, and Byron Fairchild (Center of Military History, US Army), 1961: 
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-4.html  
15  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  

https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/USA-WH-Guard-4.html
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/


 

 

CDC commander, Lieutenant General 
George Brett boarding his B-17B 
“The Swoose” in Panama in 1943 
 
 

General Brett became 

Commanding General of the 

Command in 1943.   

 

General Brett had personally 

“adopted” a B-17B called The 

Swoose, as his own private 

transport. The Swoose would 

fly him around the region 

during most of his time as 

commander, and he was able 

to use it effectively as a means 

of propaganda allowing 

foreign leaders to travel with him, and reportedly even allowing the Presidents of Cuba 

and Nicaragua to fly as co-pilots during “good neighbour” visits - it was eventually 

transferred to the care of the National Museum of the US Air Force. 

 

General Brett’s appointment to the Command came following some unpleasantness that 

occurred in the Pacific theatre after he (unintentionally) upset General Douglas 

MacArthur.   

 

Brett was in command of US forces in Australia when the Philippines had surrendered to 

the Japanese and Washington had ordered MacArthur to head to Australia to become 

Supreme Allied Commander in the Pacific.  Knowing that MacArthur was not fond of flying 



and would not travel in anything but the best aircraft, he tried to arrange for the best 

possible aircraft the Army had at their disposal, a B-17 bomber.  

 

These were in short supply and, of the 4 that Brett was able to secure to ferry MacArthur 

and his party (which included his family), 2 were ruled out due to mechanical problems 

and were unable to make the trip, and another ran out of fuel mid-flight en-route to pick 

up MacArthur, forcing the pilot to ditch and costing the life of 2 crewmembers.   

 

The single B-17 that arrived and was available to make the trip was an older, very worn 

unit with an inexperienced crew.  The result was that MacArthur refused to use the 

aircraft.  MacArthur, already in a foul mood over being ordered to leave the Philippines, 

took personal offence and assumed animosity on Brett’s part for being replaced as 

commander in Australia.   Although another, new B-17 were eventually secured for the 

flight, the damage had been done.  MacArthur sent a formal request to have Brett 

removed.  Fortunately for Brett, General George Marshall, the Army Chief of Staff, was a 

close friend of his and was reluctant to replace him.  Although MacArthur was eventually 

successful in getting Brett removed from the Pacific theatre, it was done without any real 

suggestion that he had failed in his mission16. 

 

Until as late as 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.  This 

force also undertook training in Panama.  There is more on this Striking Force in the 

Chapter on ground forces. 

 

As we have seen, 1943 appears to have been the time of the turning of the tide, at least 

insofar as the Caribbean Defense Command and the threats and active involvement of the 

Panama region in the conflict were concerned.  1942 had been arguably the busiest year 

 
16  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


for the Command and its assigned area of responsibility as an active theatre of war.  

Although defence of the Canal remained the top priority for the Command, the need to 

protect both military and commercial shipping had become the major concern around this 

time17.   

 

The lack of activity in the Caribbean having led to the Command being downgraded, it to 

also be restructured several times throughout 1943.  It had a new Commanding General 

(this time from the USAAF) from the end of 1942, and this new commander spent much of 

his time working on political-military relations with Latin American nations rather than 

purely operational issues18.  Toward the end of 1943, the Command had already begun 

functioning as a more of a bureaucratic entity than a purely military one. 

 

In May 1943, 3 of the separate sub-commands of the CDC were merged and the Sixth Air 

Force was then split roughly in half with one portion being placed under the Antilles 

Department and becoming Antilles Air Command.  It was also considered possible to 

eliminate the long-distance striking force of the Command (mentioned above), as they 

had never been needed, and with the end of the war clearly in sight and with Axis 

aggression in the region either receding or never having materialised, it did not appear 

they ever would be during the conflict19. 

 

In September 1944, the Command reverted to a pre-war alert status.  When the war in 

Europe ended in May 1945, Caribbean Defense Command strength was down to 67,500.20 

 

Troop strength in Panama had risen from 13,451 in 1939 to 31,400 by the time of Pearl 

Harbor in December 1941, 39,000 by the end of December, and growing to 47,600 by the 

 
17  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
18  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
19  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd  
20  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/


end of January 194221.   Panama garrison strength reached a peak of 119,000, but Army 

numbers had dropped to 91,000 by the end of 1943.22 

 

In November 1947, the Caribbean Defense Command was formally renamed the United 

States Caribbean Command, and was reorganised with new goals and responsibilities 

The eventual successor to the CDC, following the Caribbean Command23 - which existed 

1947-63 - was US Southern Command, which was established in 1963.  For its early 

existence US Southern Command was headquartered in the original CDC headquarters at 

Quarry Heights, and only moved to Miami in 1997 in anticipation of the handover of the 

Panama Canal and Canal Zone back to Panama at the end of 199924. 

 

 

 
21  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
22  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
23  Caribbean Command was initially tasked with responsibilities over the waterways and access points to 
the Panama Canal as well as all military forces throughout the region.  However, its area of responsibility 
(AOR) was steadily reduced so that, by 1963, it did not have any actual role in the Caribbean at all. 
24  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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 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) 

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) 

 

PANAMA CANAL ZONE AND US ARMY COMMANDS AND INSIGNIA 

 

The current US Army South derives its heritage from the Panama Canal – 

The Panama Canal Guard  operated 1907-17 and was involved in the early defence of 

the Canal, both before and after its opening in 1914. 

 
25  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/charts/USA-WH-Guard-1.jpg  

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-WH-Guard/charts/USA-WH-Guard-1.jpg


 

The Panama Canal Department  was the Army command established in 1917, as a 

separate geographic command, and was to survive 

until into World War 2. 

 

The Caribbean Defense Command  was formed on 10 February 1941, as the senior 

Army headquarters for the larger region and 

assumed control of Army, Army Air Corps and 

naval assets assigned to the region. 

 

The US Army Caribbean, as part of the US Caribbean Command  

was established on 15 November 1947, with the 

deactivation of the Caribbean Defense Command, 

and the reorganisation of the Army, Navy and the 

newly independent US Air Force.  After the failed 

Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961 and rumours 

of Soviet assistance to Cuba, the US enhanced the 

forces available in the Canal Zone in 1962. 

 

The US Army Forces Southern Command  became part of the new US Southern 

Command in 1963, which had replaced the former 

US Caribbean Command.  The new designation 

reflected the fact that its primary responsibility 

was in Central and South America, rather than in 

the Caribbean.  Forces in the Canal Zone saw 

changes, including a move of its headquarters from 

Amador to Fort Clayton, close to the Miraflores 

Locks. 



US Army South, as a component of US Southern Command was activated as a major 

Army command in 1986, still with a headquarters 

at Fort Clayton.  These headquarters were the 

headquarters for the US invasion in December 

1989 – January 1990 (Operation Just Cause) as the 

headquarters of the Joint Task Force-South. 

 

US Southern Command  acquired unified command for all US military forces 

in the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico in June 1997 

(the area of responsibility excludes Puerto Rico and 

Mexico).  By this time a drawdown of US forces in 

the Canal Zone had begun, in preparation for a 

handover of control to Panama in 1999. 

 

US Southern Command  moved its headquarters from Fort Clayton in 1999, 

initially to Fort Buchanan in Puerto Rico, and then 

to Fort Sam Houston in Texas in 2002. 

 

In the wake of changes in response to the 9/11 attacks in 2001, in 2008 the US Army South 

and the US Sixth Army merged, with responsibility for operations anywhere in the area 

covered by US Southern Command.   

 

The “new, combined lineage and heraldry of the 2 historic organizations 

— one that played a pivotal role in the security of the Panama Canal and 

the broader region of Latin America and the Caribbean, and one that 

fought a series of famous battles in the Pacific theatre of the Second 

World War”.  Its insignia was based on that originally approved for the Caribbean Defense 

Command on 3 May 1944, and applied to the US Army Caribbean in February 1948, and 



US Army Forces Southern Command in 1963.  It was reassigned for US Army South in 

1987.  

 

The white star was used on US and other Allied vehicles during 

World War 2 and became synonymous with America and the 

Allied cause.  However, by the 1990s, as a national symbol it 

faded in prominence when the US Army began painting it as 4-

inch black stars on vehicle bumpers instead of white stars on 

the hoods and sides.   

 

In 2006 a newer version with black, white and yellow elements 

(said to represent the components of gunpowder – charcoal, 

saltpetre and sulphur) was adopted as the official US Army logo. 

 

This shoulder sleeve insignia was originally approved for use by the Sixth 

Army in 1927.  The original design was cancelled and a new design 

approved on 10 January 1945.  It was later amended to change the 

background colour from olive drab to Army Green in 1960. 

https://www.arsouth.army.mil/About/History/ 

 

GENERAL ANDREWS AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CARIBBEAN DEFENSE COMMAND 

 

In 1941, the Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall appointed General Frank Andrews as 

theatre commander — the first airman to hold this position — giving him responsibility for 

the Caribbean Defense Command, which included Cuba, Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Isles, 

Trinidad, the Canal Zone, and the Galapagos Islands. 

 

https://www.arsouth.army.mil/About/History/


He had served as Marshall’s G-3 officer26 for a little more than a year before being 

directed to take command of air assets located within the Canal Zone.  He conducted an 

extensive 6,000-mile (9,656 km) inspection of air facilities throughout the theatre, 

conferring with area commanders to determine needed improvements. Although 

construction of bases remained on schedule, enhancements to the theatre’s 

communication grid lagged considerably due to bureaucratic paperwork and conflicts 

among the various sectors. Submitting his report to Lt Gen Daniel Van Voorhis, the theatre 

commander, on 18 February 1941. 

 

Andrews listed 7 principles – 

1. Deny establishment of hostile bases in the Western Hemisphere.  

2. Defeat adversaries by air action against their air assets and establishments.  

3. Oppose the operation of any hostile air force through the use of airpower.  

4. Operate against hostile land and naval forces that threaten vital US interests.  

5. Operate in close coordination with ground forces.  

6. Operate in close coordination with naval forces.  

7. Operate in lieu of or in support of naval forces when the fleet is not situated to 

operate effectively against enemy forces. 

 

This was seen as needing a unified command and control of all Army air assets in the 

Caribbean. 

 

He based the new Caribbean Air Force on the RAF model in the Battle of Britain. 

General Andrews also sought to emulate the Luftwaffe’s tactics in Norway in May 1940, 

and established the Army’s first air-mobile strike force, combining infantry with air 

transport to respond instantly with a substantial force to any attack.  See more on the 

Striking Force in the Chapter on ground forces. 

 

 
26  Staff officer for operations and plans. 



However, because Andrews and Van Voorhis did not have a good working relationship, 

Marshall requested that the latter relinquish command early and promoted Andrews to 

theatre commander of the Caribbean Defense Command. He took over command on 19 

September 1941. 

 

At the time, the Command was the largest one at the time that involved both ground and 

air troops.  In addition, Andrews’s assumption of command marked the first use of the 

policy of grouping all elements under an officer of a branch most likely to bear the brunt 

of operations in that area (in this case, the USAAC).  Finally, for the first time, an individual 

from the USAAC commanded a theatre.  Moreover, at no other time in US history had 

defensive operations included expansion to foreign countries. 

 

He restructured the Command by dividing it into 3 sectors: Panamanian, Puerto Rican, and 

Trinidadian.  The sector commanders were responsible for defence and training in their 

respective areas.  Recognising the requirement for a strong air defence in the face of 

impending war, he instituted fighter air patrols.  Aircraft patrolled frequently, especially 

on the Pacific side of the Canal Zone where he believed that attacks on the Canal would 

most likely occur.  He ensured the presence of anti-aircraft batteries on all the islands and 

requisitioned additional radar sets to cover the Pacific and monitor air traffic in Colombia. 

The communications problem was rectified so that area commanders could speak to one 

another and with headquarters.  This action established a communications grid spanning 

the distant islands, including countries in Latin America.27 

 

 
27  Air & Space Power Journal (May-June 2013): 
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf  

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/ASPJ/journals/Volume-27_Issue-3/F-Allert.pdf

