
Chapter 36 

THE US, THE CANAL AND THE EXPANSION OF US ACTIVITY PRIOR TO PEARL HARBOR 

 

As has been explained, in 1939, in the light of the worsening world situation (and the 

realisation of the critical condition of US defences in general), a plan was approved that 

included, in respect of Panama, a commitment to rapidly complete planned defensive 

installations, improvements to the security of the Canal and an enlargement of its locks 

(to allow the passage of larger vessels), although the latter element (known as the Third 

Locks Project – see the separate Chapter) was subsequently dropped. 

 

The new plans described the Canal as the keystone to the defence of the Western 

Hemisphere, and it was intended to have the greatest air power strength of any of the 

overseas bases meant to defend the Western Hemisphere, to prevent both direct attacks 

(from the sea) on the Canal and the establishment of hostile airbases within striking 

distance of the Canal. 

 

Also in 1939, there were concerns that the Pacific approach to the Canal lacked the islands 

that could provide the sort of screen affording the chance of early warning of an attack 

force heading towards the Canal – as was the case on the Caribbean side. 

 

A considerable difficulty faced in the expansion of the defences was that, in both the 

Canal Zone and Panama as a whole, there was no industry to speak of, almost no 

construction equipment, and a shortage of skilled workmen.  The only manufactured 

items that engineers could count upon acquiring locally were structural clay products, 

principally brick and tile1. 

 

 
1  https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf  
Note that a well-known (if apocryphal) story in Panama is that red roofs are so common in Panama after 
President Arias had the roofs of houses outside the Canal Zone painted that colour, so that any attacking 
Germans would know not to bomb them.  It may be more likely that painting metal roofs red is to make 
them match the red roof tiles commonly used, including in traditional “Spanish colonial” type buildings. 

https://history.army.mil/html/books/010/10-6/CMH_Pub_10-6.pdf


A US Army review in the 1930s had recommended extending the Canal’s defences 

westwards into the Pacific.  The review suggested that the Galapagos Islands, about 1,000 

miles south-west from Balboa port (and belonging to Ecuador2) could be used as an 

advanced airbase and warning station.  Also considered were the Cocos Islands, about 500 

miles west of Balboa (and belonging to Costa Rica3) – while these were small and lacked a 

good harbour, it was thought they could accommodate an aircraft early warning station.  

Then there was Clipperton Island, essentially a rock, 2,000 miles to the north-west of 

Panama and which was French territory.   See the Chapter on the advance bases for more 

information. 

 

While the 1936 Treaty was not finally ratified until mid-1939, the US Government was 

minded not exercise its rights under the 1903 Treaty over land and property in Panama 

but outside the Canal Zone.  The negotiations (and disputes) over the attempts to obtain 

the necessary bases in the Republic were only completed in 1942 (see the Chapter on the 

1942 Bases Agreement and the 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement) and, as we shall see later, its 

results did not long outlast the war. 

 

Thus, during the period between the signing of the 1936 Hull-Alfaro Treaty and its 

ratification in 1939, the 2 Governments had agreed an Exchange of Notes to be attached 

to the 1903 Treaty.  This Exchange of Notes, between the US Secretary of State and the 

Panamanian Minister to the US on 1 February 1939 provided that, in the event of an 

emergency that arises so suddenly as to preclude consultations with Panama, the US 

would not be required to delay action pending consultation, but would be obliged to 

consult with Panama as soon as possible thereafter4. 

 

 
2  The proposal that the US acquire both the Galapagos and Cocos Islands had been put forward as long 
before as 1917.  In 1939, 2 Resolutions came before Congress recommending purchase of the Galapagos and 
Cocos Islands, which in 1938 it had been rumoured that Ecuador was willing to sell the Galapagos Islands. 
3  Ibid. 
4  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA529923.pdf


In fact, the situation for the Atlantic end of the Canal had improved considerably in June 

1940 with the acquisition by the US of bases in bases in Jamaica, Antigua, St. Lucia, 

Trinidad5 and in British Guiana6. 

 

1939 had seen the status of the Republic of Panama change from that of being a 

protectorate of the US, with the ratification by the US Senate of the 1936 Treaty7.  This 

Treaty had made certain concessions in the operation of the Canal, saw the US give up the 

right of territorial acquisition in Panama and increased the annual annuity paid to 

Panama.  It was also intended to give Panamanian merchants access to passing ships and 

allow Panamanians free transit across the Canal Zone, an ancillary note promised equal 

employment treatment of Panamanian and US nationals.  It has to be said that the US 

military had opposed most of these measures and had fought ratification by the US 

Senate. 

 

As mentioned earlier, it was said that, prior to 1939, the USAAC had maintained in the 

Canal Zone as many aircraft and aircrew as its limited appropriations would allow, but that 

the equipment was generally “outmoded” and “was of doubtful value in protecting the 

Canal”.   

 

It had also been said that “The ability of the 19th Wing to provide effective air defense of 

the Panama Canal during the thirties was, at best, questionable…”, and General Brett, 

arriving to take command of the Wing in 1936, found the unit in a “deplorable condition”, 

with the air force “obsolete, antiquated and of practically no value of the defense of the 

Canal Zone against modern, up-to-date weapons, either ground or air8”.  Except for a small 

number of B-10B bombers (soon to become effectively obsolescent themselves, certainly 

 
5  Base rights in Trinidad were an important element of the bases for the “bases for destroyers” deal with 
the UK in 1940, the justification for these facilities being coverage of the southern routes through the 
Caribbean islands toward the Panama Canal. 
6   See the Chapter on advance bases and http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm 
7  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-
treaty-1936   
8  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 

http://navsource.org/Naval/deal.htm
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/hull-alfaro-treaty-1936
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


by the time of Pearl Harbor), it was said that “all aircraft were outmoded and obviously 

had been sent to the Canal Zone after having been replaced by modern aircraft in tactical 

units in the United States”9. 

 

President Roosevelt had expressed an interest in the air defence of the Canal Zone in 1935 

and had requested a report from USAAC, explaining why there were no modern aircraft 

types in the Canal Zone10.  The report found that the whole of the USAAC (and not just in 

Panama) had suffered from severe shortages due to a lack of funds 1930-35 and, although 

the Canal Zone had been given a high priority in the reequipment programme, new types 

required extensive testing in the US and it was the policy of the War Department to equip 

the (newly-formed) GHQ Air Force in the US before overseas establishments (for an 

explanation of the GHQ Air Force, see below)11. 

 

Little improvement was noted by 1938, with an identified need in the Canal Zone for more 

cargo aircraft, as well as amphibious aircraft for air-sea rescue.  By 1939, the provision of 

adequate air defences had become a growing matter of concern for the USAAC, as well as 

the commanders in the area.  Even the already existing 19th Wing was operating at 

reduced strength due to a lack of replacements12.  Outside the main airfields, only 4 of the 

outlying “emergency fields”13 (of nearly 40 then theoretically available) were considered 

suitable for use even by the antiquated P-26A fighters, never mind the more modern B-10 

bombers14.  A request for funds for improvements for no less than 10 of the outlying 

emergency landing fields resulted in only $5,000 being allocated for the entire project15. 

 

 
9  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
10  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
11  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
12  It had a book establishment in 1939 of 75 officers and 1,390 other ranks. 
13  At Jaque, David, Pocri and Rio Hato. 
14  Both types by 1939 were obsolescent at best – the open cockpit, fixed-gear and poorly-armed P-26A 
“Peashooter” was effectively obsolete.  The newer and heavier types promised would be likely be unable to 
operate from the small, unimproved landing fields. 
15  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


Pilots of the 37th Pursuit Group, Albrook Field, Panama, 1941 in 
front of a Boeing P-26. 

 

At the start of 1939, the 19th Wing had approximately 

70 aircraft: 28 twin-engine B-10B bombers, 14 of the 

A-17 2-seat attack aircraft; 24 P-26A fighters and a 

handful of (even more ancient and obsolete) P-12E and P-12F16 biplane fighters17.  By June 

1939, the B-10 had been replaced by 30 of (slightly more modern) B-18 Bolo bombers18, 

and P-12 biplanes had been replaced by the much better P-36A Hawk monoplane 

fighters19.   

 

At least by this time, the US Navy was employing the 36 PBY Catalina flying boats of VP-3 

squadron from its base at Coco Solo, thus providing a useful long-range patrol capability 

(the USAAC then lacking suitable, long-range types). 

 

The fact was that in the pre-war period overseas stations such as the Canal Zone were 

poorly or inadequately equipped - despite a little over one-third of the Army’s combat 

squadrons being situated in such places20.  Of the 3 overseas Army “Departments”, Hawaii 

 
16  As USAAC units in the Continental USA received the more modern PB-2, P-35, and P-36 fighters, it had 
begun transferring P-26A to overseas garrisons. The Philippine Department received the first, early in 1937, 
followed in turn by the Hawaiian and Panama Canal Departments.  The P-26A was effectively obsolete even 
then: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/23/2001330114/-1/-1/0/AFD-100923-007.pdf 
17  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
18  The B-18 was the replacement for the B-10 and was based on the DC.2 airliner (the DC.2 was the 
progenitor of the legendary DC.3/C-47 Dakota transport).  By 1940 it was already probably obsolescent itself 
and saw no use in the bombing role in any major combat theatre, although it did see use for training, 
transportation and (as in Panama) for anti-submarine patrol. 
19  Although a vast improvement on the P-26, the P-36 would prove unable to hold its own against the better 
fighters deployed by the Axis forces during the war.  The design, with its radial engine replaced by a more 
streamlined liquid-cooled one, formed the basis of the P-40, which saw extensive service through World 
War 2 (but latterly chiefly in ground support roles, having been overtaken, even by 1941, by better designs 
such as the Spitfire, Me 109 and Zero). 
20  At the end of March 1941, GHQ Air Force, which incorporated the striking power of the USAAC in the US, 
had 543 combat aircraft, of which only 38 were considered first-line. Total aircraft strength of the USAAC 
was 4,975 aircraft, over half of them trainers. Of the 1,617 combat types (many in overseas departments - 
Panama, Hawaii, and the Philippines), the great majority were obsolescent. Under the 5,500-plane 
programme adopted in 1939, the USAAC was supposed (but failed) to have by June 1941 a total of 1,900 
first-line types: see The Army Air Forces In World War II by Wesley Frank Craven & James Lea Gate, editors 
(Office of Air Force History), 1983. 

https://media.defense.gov/2010/Sep/23/2001330114/-1/-1/0/AFD-100923-007.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


had the strongest air component, but even there the fighter and attack squadrons flew 

obsolete P-26A fighters and A-12 attack bombers, types no longer used in GHQ Air Force 

in the US.  The Panama Canal Department was less well-equipped, having 1 

bombardment, 2 reconnaissance, 1 attack, and 2 pursuit squadrons – with their 

equipment consisting of B-18, P-26A, and A-12. 21 

 

Another complaint of the USAAC in the Canal Zone at this time was that it claimed that 

only around 10% of the flying time could be said to be training for the air units, with much 

of the rest being taken up with providing simulated observation (e.g. artillery spotting) 

and attack missions for the Canal defences, target-towing, familiarisation flights for 

ground force officers etc. 

 

However, following a visit by the commander of the USAAC, General “Hap” Arnold, in the 

Summer of 1939 there were signs of the promised expansion and improvement for 19th 

Wing, with a plan proposed by General Arnold having been approved by the War 

Department.  The plan included improvements to airfields, new equipment and units, and 

a greatly increased establishment. 

 

In September 1939, with war having broken out in Europe and the Canal Zone placed 

under military control, an Executive Order imposed restrictions in what was termed the 

Canal Zone Air Space Reservation22, which over the length of the Canal Zone and extended 

to the territorial waters within 3 miles of either entrance to the Canal – 

 
21  Aviation in the US. Army, 1919- 1939 by Maurer Maurer, (United States Air Force Historical Research 
Center (Office of Air Force History), 1987. 
The A-12 was a single-engine, open cockpit 2-seat monoplane attack bombers.  There were still 9 in service 
at Hickam Field in Hawaii at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack but, clearly obsolete, the type was grounded 
soon afterwards. 
22  On 18 February 1929, an Executive Order by President Coolidge had made the Canal Zone, including its 
territorial waters within 3 miles of shore, a "military airspace reservation" and defined the conditions under 
which aircraft, American and foreign, may operate in the Canal Zone: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1929/02/19/archives/canal-flight-rules-issued-by-coolidge-zone-including-a-
threemile.html  
For a study from 1952 into the rights of sovereignty of the airspace over the Canal, see: 
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc It also 

https://www.nytimes.com/1929/02/19/archives/canal-flight-rules-issued-by-coolidge-zone-including-a-threemile.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1929/02/19/archives/canal-flight-rules-issued-by-coolidge-zone-including-a-threemile.html
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc


“It shall be unlawful to navigate any foreign or domestic aircraft into, within, or 

through the Canal Zone Military Airspace Reservation otherwise than in conformity 

with this Executive Order, provided however that none of the provisions of this 

Order shall apply to military, naval or other public aircraft of the United States”23.24 

 

However, a report compiled in 1946 stated that, if an enemy attack had been made on the 

Canal in September 1939, the 19th Wing would have been able to provide little 

opposition25, with morale at a low ebb and a shortage of trained and experienced 

personnel.  Severely understrength, squadrons could not operate at more than 50% 

strength without “borrowing” pilots from other units26, and the Panama Air Depot had 

only 2 officers assigned to it.   

 
refers to the September 1939 Executive Order (itself modelled on similar restrictions from 1917 and World 
War 1) – though without  it being a total prohibition, as had been the case in the first war. 
23  Executive 0rder 8251, 12 September 1939, A.J.I.L., Vol. 34, Suppl. p. 32. 
24  Not only in wartime, but in peacetime also, the US has always enforced very strict regulations over all 
flying in the area, and apart from periodic counterclaims to sovereignty by Panama, an interesting example 
of which is the reservation made by her delegates when signing the Chicago Convention, no state has 
questioned their legality.  Thus, it can be stated with conviction that the US certainly enjoys de facto 
sovereignty over the Canal Zone and it is suggested that the adherence by all foreign states to the 
regulations made by the US, indicates that the generally accepted view is that it also has de jure sovereignty 
over that Zone - Journal of Air Law and Commerce (1952): 
https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc  
The reservation lodged for the purposes of the Chicago Convention said that – “Because of its strategic 
position and responsibility in the protection of the means of communication in its territory, which are of the 
utmost importance to world trade, and vital to the defence of the Western Hemisphere, the Republic of 
Panama reserves the right to take, with respect to all flights through the airspace above its territory, all 
measures which in its judgment may be proper for its own security or the protection of said means of 
communication". 
25  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
26  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 

https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3552&context=jalc
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


The 19th Wing was renamed the Panama Canal Department Air Force27 on 30 November 

194028, later to become the Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the Sixth Air Force in 

February 194229. 

 

The first transport squadron (as opposed to the use of the odd transport aircraft, or the 

use of types such as the B-18 as ad hoc transports) was formed in December 1940 as the 

20th Transport Squadron (although with only 1 officer and 1 enlisted man until February 

1941, when 20 more enlisted men joined from other units).  Its first aircraft, a single C-33 

cargo aircraft30, was officially assigned to the Panama Air Depot.  During the war, like 

other facilities, it expanded greatly, initially also operating civilian aircraft impressed in 

1941-42, such as the single ex-airline Junker Ju 52/3m (see below for the story of this 

aircraft).  There is more information about the squadron in the Chapter on air units. 

 

Even by December 1941 there reportedly remained serious deficiencies in the air defences 

of the Canal Zone, not least in the relative lack of coverage of the Pacific approaches.  

More modern P-40 fighters were available31, but lacked the radar and systems to operate 

effectively at night.  Whilst being on alert 24 hours a day, only 50% of even practice 

 
27  There was always confusion about the correct title. It sometimes being referred to as the Panama Air 
Force, the Panama Canal Air Force, or the Caribbean Defense Air Force.  Even its official letterhead bore an 
incorrect title, as “Headquarters, Panama Canal Air Force”: 
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
28  The title of 19th Wing, having been deactivated in Panama in 1941 on it being redesignated, was 
reactivated in the US in July 1942 and moved to Egypt as part of the 9th Air Force, as a bomber unit in the 
Mediterranean and European theatres, becoming in 1944 the 9th Bombardment Division (Medium) and 
thence the 9th Air Division: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-
056.pdf 
29  The Sixth Air Force was officially constituted on 19 October 1940 and activated in November as the 
Panama Canal Air Force, before being redesignated Caribbean Air Force in August 1941 and the 6th Air Force 
in February 1942.  It was again renamed as Caribbean Air Command in July 1946.  It comprised the VI 
Bomber, VI Fighter and XXVI Fighter Commands and was headquartered at Albrook Field: 
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf 
30  A variant of the 14-passenger DC.2 airliner (the progenitor of the more famous DC.3/C-47 Dakota). 
31  In 1940, like the B-17 bomber, the P-40 was highly regarded, but was to prove less capable than many of 
its rivals and contemporaries; in any case, in 1940, Panama had neither P-40 or B-17. 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf
https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/101-150/AFD-090529-056.pdf


missions resulted in a successful interception.  For bombers, the position was seen as 

being worse, with only a handful of modern B-17 Flying Fortress then being available32. 

 

The arrival in the USAAC of the first B-17 long-range bombers in 1937 saw proposals from 

long-range bomber advocates that the Army have a greater role in coastal defence, but for 

the time being responsibility remained with the Navy and the PBY flying boats of VP-3 at 

Coco Solo. 

 

While the modern B-17 were a sign of what was to come, as we have seen Panama also 

saw the last use of another, older Boeing design, the P-26A Peashooter.  This single-seat 

fighter looked very out of date, and was the last USAAC fighter with an open cockpit, 

braced wing and a fixed undercarriage.  After the handful of USAAC and Philippines Army 

Air Corp were destroyed in the Philippines, the 9 P-26A in the Canal Zone (some sources 

say 10) with the 16th Pursuit Group continued to operate alongside more modern P-36 and 

P-40 fighters into 1942, but never saw combat.  However, by mid-1942, with the build-up 

of resources in Panama, the obsolete P-26A were just in the way and it was proposed that 

they be “loaned” to the Panama Defense Forces, but in the end most of the aircraft were 

eventually given to Guatemala33 in 1943 (see the Chapter 47 for more information)34. 

 

When war broke out in Europe in 1939, an Executive Order had placed the Commanding 

General of the Panama Canal Department in charge of all civilian and military activities in 

the Canal Zone, including the Canal.  Later that same month, a meeting of Latin American 

nations was held in Panama, organised by the US, which resulted in the Declaration of 

 
32  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
33  At the time supplies to Guatemala were still subject to pre-Pearl Harbor neutrality laws limiting US aid to 
“non-lethal” military supplies (Guatemala already had 2 unarmed examples, imported in the late 1930s), and 
so the fighters were described as trainers in the paperwork.  Of the 9, 2 were written off as non-airworthy 
and 1 was supplied only as a source of spares.  The Guatemalans rebuilt the “spares” example into a 
airworthy example.  Though of virtually no use, some survived to take a limited part in a CIA-backed “war” in 
the 1950s, and by 1954 only 2 remained airworthy, but only officially phased out in 1957 – but by that time 
their worth as “warbird” collectibles meant that they were both imported into the US for restoration, with 1 
going to the Smithsonian and the other for air show display. 
34  https://wwiiafterwwii.wordpress.com/2016/09/30/the-last-peashooters/ 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://wwiiafterwwii.wordpress.com/2016/09/30/the-last-peashooters/


Panama35, one outcome of which was the creation of a 300-mile (483 km) Neutrality Zone 

around all North, Central and South American territory36.   

 

Due to the fears of sabotage, security at the Canal, and particularly the locks, had been 

stepped up.  From Summer 1941, Army guards were placed on vessels in transit through 

the Canal37, and aircraft defences and harbour defence troops were put on alert. 

 

By 31 December 1940, the Panama Canal Department troop numbers were approximately 

27,85038.  However, it should be noted that new troops entering the region also had to be 

conditioned and trained in both the logistics of defending the region and surviving in a 

tropical climate before becoming of use (see a later Chapter for comments re the effects 

of disease and illness on forces in the Canal Zone). 

 
35  Aka The Pact of Panama. 
36  Of course, only the US had the capability of patrolling and seeking to enforce the Neutrality Zone – 
something illustrated by the British pursuit of the German warship Graf Spee into the River Platte in 1939.  
Later the US was to extend its patrolling to mid-Atlantic, and then to Iceland, effectively escorting convoys 
and inevitably getting into confrontations, and combat, with German U-Boats. 
37  These would later in the war be replaced by US Marines. 
38  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

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


 

 

The US Navy was not much better equipped than the Air Corps and, at the time of Pearl 

Harbor in December 1941, its resources in the Canal area consisted of only 2 old 

destroyers and a gunboat, plus 6 submarines, 3 converted yachts, 5 subchasers, a 

minesweeper, and 12 patrol flying boats with their tender vessel.  Naval units at the 

beginning of 1941 were under the command of the 15th Naval District, part of the 10th 



Fleet, which encompassed most of the Caribbean including the northern coast of South 

America39. 

 

The war was to see an expansion of US Navy facilities in the Canal Zone.  By the end of 

1940, the Navy had already begun work on a new supply depot at Balboa, and on the 

Farfan Radio Station on the west bank of the Canal40, together with the enlargement of 

the 2 inland radio stations at Gatun and Summit.  There were also 2 net depots started in 

December 1940, one at each end of the Canal, and over the next few months 1,400 

housing units and 2 Naval hospitals, one at Coco Solo and the other at Balboa, were begun 

or built. 

 

WAR PLAN ORANGE AND RAINBOW 5 

 

See the Chapter on the defences for the story of the evolution of War Plan Orange and 

Rainbow Plan 5. 

 

War Plan Orange was the name for a series of joint Army/Navy plans anticipating war with 

Japan.  Evolving during the 1920s and 1930s, and originally being formally adopted by the 

forces’ Boards in 1924, the final version dated from February 1938 (there was something 

of a hiatus until 1931, during which time the government had halted its programme of 

military expansion).  The Plan anticipated the US having to fight Japan alone, without 

allies.  The deteriorating international situation forced planners to re-evaluate this 

assumption, and by 1941, Plan Orange was subsumed into the Rainbow series of war 

plans.  While Plan Orange failed to anticipate several important facets of the war, 

including the ascendancy of the aircraft carrier, the campaign in the jungles of the South 

Pacific, and the kamikazes. However, the central Pacific campaign of 1943-1944 and the 

approach to Japan in 1944-1945 did adhere to the basic outline of Orange41. 

 
39  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
40  See elsewhere for the role of the radio station in radio interception just before and during the war. 
41  http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm  

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm


 

The colour-coded plans (others anticipated war with various other countries) were 

officially withdrawn in 1939 at the outbreak of World War 2 in favour of 5 “Rainbow” 

Plans developed to meet the threat of a 2-ocean war against multiple enemies.  Rainbow 5 

was destined to be the basis for US strategy in World War 2 and assumed that the US was 

allied with Britain and France and provided for offensive operations by US forces in 

Europe, Africa, or both42. 

 

Rainbow 543 was famously published in full just prior to Pearl Harbor, on 4 December 

1941, by the Chicago Tribune and Washington Times Herald, detailing “top-secret” plans 

for an army of 10 million, including an expeditionary force of 5 million men that 

would invade Europe to defeat Hitler.  It is thought that President Roosevelt 

engineered the leak44. 

 

THE GHQ AIR FORCE STORY 

 

The GHQ Air Force (General Headquarters Air Force) arose from a decision of the Lassiter 

Board, a group of Army General Staff officers in 1923, one of several recommendations 

made by General Patrick, former Chief of the Air Service of the AEF in France during World 

War 1, and latterly Chief of the Air Service (i.e. commander of the USAAS, as the Army’s air 

arm was called until 1926). 

 

Patrick had recommended that all combat aircraft should be centrally controlled by an 

USAAS officer. He recommended that Army aviation be divided into 2 mission categories: 

“support,” or observation, that would be assigned directly to ground units; and “air force,” 

 
42  https://archive.org/details/eagleagainstsuna0000spec/page/59/mode/2up  
43  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630  
44  https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-
leak/4189565419600/  
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or pursuit, attack, and bombardment that would operate directly under Army General 

Headquarters in support of ground forces, or on independent strategic missions45.  

 

However, nothing was done in 1921 to implement the GHQ Air Force concept, or for some 

time afterwards.  Between the early 1920s and 1934, 15 boards and committees studied 

the question of how best to organise and control Army aviation. Most of them favoured 

creating a GHQ air force, but only in time of war.  

 

The isolationist political environment of the 1920s was not conducive to development of 

an offensive US air arm and, in any case bomber and combat aircraft of the 1920s and 

early 1930s were such short range and limited bomb-carrying capacity that a decisive 

bombing campaign against targets any distance behind enemy lines appeared to be 

technically infeasible.  In addition, there was the resistance of the US Navy, which feared 

Army encroachment into its territory. 

 

It was not until 1933 that Major General MacArthur, then the Army Chief of Staff and a 

strong supporter of airpower, negotiated an agreement with Chief of Naval Operations 

Rear Admiral William Pratt giving the Army’s air arm responsibility for the air element of 

coastal defence.  That MacArthur-Pratt agreement was a step toward creation of the GHQ 

Air Force.  The Chief of the Air Corps at the time had as his primary goal a separate air 

force, or at least the establishment of a GHQ air force in peacetime. 

 

At the time, MacArthur was in the process of reorganising the Army to improve its combat 

readiness and accelerate emergency mobilisation.  However, realistic USAAC training, and 

hence combat readiness, was impossible under existing conditions; where combat aircraft 

were parcelled out to the Army’s 9 Corps area commanders (such as the Panama Canal 

Department) with no regard for proper deployment.  While the Chief of the USAAC was 

 
45  https://www.airforcemag.com/article/0983ghq/  
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responsible for training air units, he had no authority to see that Corps area commanders 

complied with his directives. 

 

As the 1930s went on, some senior officers (including, crucially, MacArthur) agreed that 

there was a role for strategic bombing of an enemy’s vital power and production facilities, 

and the new aircraft types being developed appeared to make such a thing a realistic 

prospect.  A design competition of 1931 already had produced the twin-engine Martin B-

10, the first modern bomber, and the 4-engine B-17 would make its initial flight in 1935. 

 

In 1933, the Drum Board, headed by Army Deputy Chief of Staff Major General Drum, 

agreed to endorse establishing a GHQ Air Force in peacetime. The Board’s 

recommendations were approved by MacArthur in October 1933, but foot-dragging 

continued, with some officers concerned that it would cause the USAAC to concentrate on 

strategic bombardment at the expense of supporting the ground forces.  A further delay 

came after President Roosevelt cancelled airmail contracts with the airlines in February 

1934 and directed the USAAC to carry the mail46.  

 

Another board, the Baker Board recommended immediate establishment of a GHQ Air 

Force as a corrective measure in the light of the mail debacle, and to counter a renewed 

drive for a completely separate air force that was gaining some support in Congress.  

The War Department and the General Staff accepted the recommendations of the Baker 

Board and, on 1 March 1935, the GHQ Air Force opened its headquarters at Langley Field, 

Virginia, under command of Brigadier General Andrews47. 

 

However, Army Corps commanders kept control of air installations in their areas and were 

responsible for housekeeping, administration, and courts martial.  The USAAC did not get 

 
46  This only lasted until June 1934, with a dismal performance on the part of the USAAC.  New contracts 
were signed with airlines. 
47  However, to avoid the USAAC becoming too powerful, authority was divided between its Chief and the 
commander of the GHQ Air Force. 



a separate budget, as it had hoped, so the General Staff could continue to decide what 

kinds of aircraft would be bought, and how many. 

 

The GHQ Air Force had 3 wings in the US, with about 600 pilots (the Drum Board had 

recommended 1,245).   

 

Despite its shortcomings, the GHQ Air Force did gain for the USAAC some of its aims: a 

centralised command of air combat units by an experienced airman; the ability to train 

realistically, free from the whims of Corps area commanders; and at least tacit recognition 

of an independent air mission that demanded long-range bombers.  It had broken the 

pattern of a fragmented, randomly trained organisation, cast in the mould of a ground 

force auxiliary.  It gave the Army’s airmen time to organize and train for the concentrated, 

offensive use of airpower, particularly strategic airpower, that was to be decisive in World 

War 2.  

 

At the end of March 1941, GHQ Air Force, which incorporated the striking power of the 

USAAC in the US, had 543 combat aircraft, of which only 38 were considered first-line. 

Total aircraft strength of the USAAC was 4,975 aircraft, over half of them trainers. Of the 

1,617 combat types (many in overseas Departments - Panama, Hawaii, and the 

Philippines), the great majority were obsolescent. Under the 5,500-plane programme 

adopted in 1939, the USAAC was supposed (but failed) to have by June 1941 a total of 

1,900 first-line types48. 

  

 
48  The Army Air Forces In World War II by Wesley Frank Craven & James Lea Gate, editors (Office of Air Force 
History), 1983. 



 


