
Chapter 38 

THE PCAC AND PCAN FORCES’ RADIO STATIONS 

 

At the start of the war, radio programming from America was available but only on 

shortwave, and shortwave radio sets were not generally available.  Therefore, for most 

servicemen and women there was no 

way to receive short-lived information 

such as news and sports.   

 

They were left with enemy radio 

propaganda such as Japan’s “Orphan 

Ann/Annie” (aka one of several “Tokyo 

Roses”) and the “Zero Hour” 

programme1.  Hence why a local radio 

station doing “live from home” would be 

so fiercely supported.   

 

Enlightened commanders saw the idea 

as a terrific morale-builder. The only problem was how to actually do it.   

 

 

 
1  One of the presenters had a sad story.  Iva Ikuko Toguri D'Aquino was an American who had become 
stranded in Japan after visiting her sick aunt, and had been refused entry back to the US after the attacks on 
Pearl Harbor and began work at Radio Tokyo as a typist.  Radio Tokyo wanted a female broadcaster for their 
“Zero Hour” programme, and Toguri was used. The show itself was a series of propaganda-tinged skits, 
biased news reports as well as popular American music to degrade morale.  Her prominence on the show led 
her to become branded one of Japan’s most notorious propagandists.  After the war, she was arrested and 
sentenced to 10 years in prison and a $10,000 fine.  However, she was later pardoned by President Ford in 
1977 and it was revealed that witnesses at her trial had been coached by the FBI and military authorities and 
perjured themselves. 
 



One early solution came from within the ranks of the Army in the Canal Zone and started 

with the work of some bored but talented soldiers of the Coast Artillery Corps who in 

1940 built a couple of 50 W transmitters and put them on the air without authorisation, 

labelling them “PCAN” (Pacific Coastal 

Artillery News) and “PCAC” (Pacific 

Coastal Artillery Corps).   

 

These operated 4 hours a day, 

communicating with artillery and anti-

aircraft units.  The transmitter was located 

in the basement of the headquarters at 

Quarry Heights.  To keep listeners 

interested, the men read news and played records, and did so for over 2 years before any 

official military radio station was set up.  They were later able to receive recorded radio 

programmes on gramophone records from the US2.  The story of the stations was told on 

a “star studded” broadcast on NBC in September 19413. 

 

There popped up similar stations in Hawaii and the Philippines, including on the ill-fated 

island of Corregidor.  As troop numbers built up in the South Pacific, joint Allied radio 

operations were established, notably in New Zealand and Australia.  These stations were 

popular with Americans, but they also kindled an appetite for “real radio from the States”.    

 

More generally, NBC had also stepped in to provide broadcasts to the US military4, but this 

seems to have upset senior command of the Army, and the founders of PCAC and PCAN 

 
2  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
3  This also led to soldiers in Alaska setting up their own station after hearing the broadcast, in October 1941: 
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
4  Its short-wave transmissions, and recorded material for 20 locations overseas, continued to be provided 
until October 1943, when an anti-trust suit caused the Blue Network to be sold (it was to become ABC in 
1945): http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  

http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm


were transferred out of Panama (and the US federal Communications Commission closed 

down the Alaska operation, but then was forced by an outcry to licence it)5. 

 

The PCAC shut down on 7 December 1941, due to a national emergency directive 

requiring radio silence, but restarted on 23 December under rules allowing low-powered 

stations not capable of being received more than 15 miles from land.  As all Panamanian 

radio stations had been ordered to close, PCAC and PCAN 

became the only radio station for Americans, as well as 

Panamanians6. 

 

The Army Special Services Division (SSD) - formerly the 

Morale Services Division7 - was tasked with live broadcasting 

and the broadcasting division of the SSD would become the 

well-known Armed Forces Radio Service (AFRS) in November 

1943.8 

 

In January 1943, SSD personnel were sent to take over the PCAC/PCAN operation, and the 

callsign letters were replaced by “ACA” and “ACB-20”, and the transmitters moved to 

Corozal and Fort Davis, at either end of the Zone.  In 1944, a new studio was built at 

Albrook Field and began being used in Autumn 1944, and the US Navy callsigns “WVUL”, 

“WVUB” and “WVL” adopted (the AFRS logo was only added at the end of the war). 

 
5  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
6  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  
7  Created in July 1940 by the War Department as the Morale Division, it was renamed in 1942.  It was tasked 
with supplying entertainment to the troops. 
8  https://www.radioworld.com/columns-and-views/meet-the-mosquito-network  
AFRS broadcast on shortwave and sent recorded transcriptions of the shows to low-powered radio stations 
at outposts around the world. It also sent specially edited versions of popular network shows that had 
already been broadcast.  

http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm
https://www.radioworld.com/columns-and-views/meet-the-mosquito-network


 The Albrook AFRS studio 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The AFRS radio studio 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1948, AFRS acquired Building 209 in Fort Clayton, moving into new studios in 1949.  

After changes of name, and the introduction of TV programming in 1956, the eventual 

SCN (Southern Command Network – from 1963) closed with the final US departure from 

the Canal Zone in 19999. 

 
9  http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm  

http://www.scncz.com/PCAN%20history.htm


  

Programme information from the unit newspaper, and the Albrook studios in 1947 

 

 

 


