
Chapter 35 

PANAMA AND PUERTO RICAN TROOPS 

 

One interesting sidelight on the attitude of the Panamanian Government during the war 

was its reluctance to accept, without at least prior screening, US troops coming from 

Puerto Rico1.  At the start of 1943 there were approximately 17,000 Puerto Ricans in the 

US Army, including the 65th Infantry Regiment, and all of them were stationed either in 

Puerto Rico itself or in the US Virgin Islands2.   

 

Puerto Rican troops had, in fact, already served in Panama during an earlier war.  In May 

1917, the Porto Rico Regiment was sent to Panama for the defence of the Canal Zone3. 

 

The question of the use of Puerto Rican troops displayed racial sensitivities.  Puerto Rican 

troops were increasingly being sought to supplant forces being removed from the 

Caribbean Defense Command and the increased use of Puerto Rican troops exposed an 

attitude toward these troops that would not be compatible with modern sensitivities.   

Although all involved acknowledged that they were US citizens, it was felt that they were 

lacking in “mental, tactical and technical ability” as well as in proficiency in English.  The 

requirements for the Puerto Rican troops were that they be at least 8th grade graduates, 

 
1  One has to remember that the Aria Madrid administration had been particularly nationalistic and had 
adopted racist and antisemitic overtones and policies – most of which continued to be adopted by the 
successor administration. 
2  Interestingly, in 1917 the US had hurriedly acquired the Danish Virgin Islands, to counter a possible flaw in 
the canal's defences, by ensuring they were not obtained by Imperial Germany.  The US paid $25 million in 
gold.  President Woodrow Wilson and his Secretary of State Robert Lansing had feared that 
Germany might annex Denmark and then be launch attacks the islands.  
During World War 2, it has been estimated by the Department of Defense that 65,034 Puerto Ricans served 
in the US military; and as the induction of Puerto Ricans into the armed forces increased many were 
assigned to units in the Canal Zone and the British West Indies to replace the Continental US troops serving 
in regular Army units.  The military did not keep statistics with regard to the total number of Hispanics who 
served in the regular units of the Armed Forces, only of those who served in Puerto Rican units. 
3  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/  
US Citizenship had been imposed upon Puerto Ricans as a result of the 1917 Jones-Shafroth Act (the Puerto 
Rican House of Delegates had rejected US citizenship) and were expected to serve in the military: 
https://military-history.fandom.com/wiki/Puerto_Ricans_in_World_War_II  

https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-us-military-history/
https://military-history.fandom.com/wiki/Puerto_Ricans_in_World_War_II


speak English, be above the minimum weight and height levels, and receive a rating of 

Class 3 or higher on the Army General Classification Test (the AGCT was an early means for 

attempting the assessment of intelligence or other abilities).   

 

Nevertheless, by the end of 1943, a great portion of the coast artillery in Panama was 

made up of Puerto Rican troops who served with distinction.  Among the various 

objections to using Puerto Ricans in the Caribbean Defense Command that were 

sometimes put forth, there was perhaps one legitimate reason - reasons of diplomacy 

with other Caribbean nations (e.g. “the use of Puerto Rican troops in Cuba is entirely out 

of the question” due to possible racial animosities between the peoples of Cuba and 

Puerto Rico). 

 

When the US War Department proposed to send the 65th Infantry Regiment to Panama as 

a replacement for Continental US troops that were to be withdrawn for service in the 

Pacific, the Panamanian Government insisted on a careful screening of the unit - despite 

the fact that it was a Regular Army regiment and was to be stationed within the Canal 

Zone.  

 

However, the performance of the Regiment led the US War Department to decide upon a 

general replacement of Continental US troops not only in Panama, but in the bases on 

British islands in the Caribbean as well, at least to the extent permitted by the availability 

of trained Puerto Rican units.  Eventually, it was hoped, 20,000 Puerto Rican troops could 

be made available4.  By the end of 1943, nearly 5,000 Puerto Rican soldiers were based in 

Panama. 

 

The 65th Infantry Regiment was a segregated Hispanic unit made up primarily of Puerto 

Ricans, and it was sent to Panama in 1943, and by 1944, being later sent to Europe, where 

 
4  https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm  

https://history.army.mil/books/wwii/Guard-US/ch16.htm


it participated in the battles of Naples-Fogis, Rome-Arno, central Europe and Rhineland 

and suffered 23 soldiers killed in action.5   

 

The 65th Infantry Regiment were known as the “Borinqueneers”, a combination of the 

original name of Puerto Rico (Borinquen) and the word buccaneers6. 

 

The 295th and 296th Infantry Regiments followed the 65th Infantry Regiment to Panama in 

1944.7  The 296th returned to Puerto Rico in 1945 and the 295th in February 1946, and 

both were deactivated later in 19468. 

 

 
5  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/  
6  https://www.latinbusinesstoday.com/honor-and-fidelity-the-65th-infantry-regiment/  
7  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/  
8  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/974518/puerto-ricans-represented-throughout-
us-military-history/ 
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