
Chapter 48 

1944 

 

This, and the other year-by-year Chapters, seek to provide a snapshot of some of the 

happenings each year (that, together with some notes on various matters of interest that 

occurred in that year (such as the demise of the tramcars and the abortive attempt to 

introduce paper money in 1941). 

 

By 1944, as the war progressed, and seemed to move even further away, Panama 

appeared to become something of a backwater.  The large coastal artillery guns were 

effectively mothballed and/or removed, and the Canal Zone began being used primarily as 

a training area for jungle warfare.  In fact, the only known military casualties in Panama 

itself during the war were the result of malaria, with more than 10% of the forces 

stationed in the country being affected1. 

 

The peak of construction activity on behalf of the Navy was reached in Summer 1943, 

after which 3 of the 4 major contracts were terminated.  After this, in April 1944, the Navy 

awarded only several smaller lump-sum contracts were awarded for minor additions and 

improvements and to cater for ongoing needs.2 

 

A project began on 6 January 1944, with the Panamanian Government having given its go-

ahead for "chemical warfare tests" on San Jose3 – an island that was uninhabited and 

relatively isolated, yet close enough to mainland Panama, some 60 miles away, to be 

 
1  https://history.army.mil/html/books/panama/panamacanal/CMH-70-115-1-PanamaCanal.pdf 
2  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html 
3  On 20 December 1943, the US Consul proposed to conduct "certain chemical warfare tests under existing 
jungle conditions" for 60-day renewable periods on San José Island. The agreement had to be made with 
both the Panamanian government and the island's private owners, a Panama City company called 
Huertematte & Co.  A rental fee of $15,000 a year was agreed.  The US also sought the Government’s 
consent to build trails and wharves and to incorporate the agreement into the 1942 Bases Agreement: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  

https://history.army.mil/html/books/panama/panamacanal/CMH-70-115-1-PanamaCanal.pdf
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf


easily resupplied.4  See the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical defences for more 

information. 

 

The Trans-Isthmian Highway opened in January 1942, being completed in December 1944 

(but with traffic limited only to authorised military traffic)5. 

The 5 de Noviembre Park with the 

famous Acoustic Shell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The obsolete coastal mortars had been deactivated in 1943, and the last firing of the large 

coastal guns – the 16-inch and 14-inch (355 mm and 406 mm) coastal artillery - took place 

in 1944 and, after this last practice, they remained unmanned and were finally removed 

between 1946 and 1948. 

 

A lighter-than-air (in other words, airship6) base was established by the Navy in 1944 at 

Mandinga, on the Caribbean coast, 75 miles (120.7 km) west of Coco Solo, for use in aerial 

patrols of the eastern approaches of the Canal.  It was constructed by the Army on land 

leased from the Panamanian Government, and the airfield was transferred to the Navy in 

February 1944.  It comprised 3 asphalt strips, 3,000 by 150 feet (914.4 x 45.7 meters), 

 
4  Canada and Chemical Warfare 1939-1945, a thesis by Christopher R Paige (Submitted to the College of 
Graduate Studies and Research, University of Saskatchewan), 2009: 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf  
5  This was the first transcontinental highway in the Americas, albeit that Panama is only around 40 miles 
across at its narrowest point. In the modern form of the Transistmica, it continues in use today. 
6  Strictly speaking, being a “blimp” or non-rigid airship, lacking an internal structural frame or keel and 
relying on the pressure of their lifting gas to maintain their shape.  The iconic Goodyear blimp, as seen at 
sporting events etc in the US in a modern example of the form. 

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/226122899.pdf


which had been used by the Army as an emergency fighter field.  Fuel was stored in 

drums, and a few temporary buildings were set in land cleared from the jungle7.  From 

January 1944, jungle was cleared by Seabees and a portable mooring mast, helium-

storage building, and a small radio station were erected. However, in September 1944 

that the blimp and its equipment was transferred to Barranquilla on the coast of 

Colombia, and the Navy vacated the site, which was returned to the Army8 (for more on 

the Navy use of blimps, or non-rigid airships, see the Chapter on the Navy). 

 

The submarine base at Coco Solo was disestablished in 1944.  Then, in June 1944 the 10th 

Fleet itself was dissolved, and the Chief of Naval Operations directed that all Lend-Lease 

bases in the region, except Trinidad, be put on caretaker status.  Gradually other bases 

and installations in the Caribbean region were downgraded - by VE-Day no enemy forces 

had threatened the area at all for over 10 months and, from VE- to VJ-Day reductions and 

deactivations continued at an even faster pace. 

 

In 1943–44, with most of the new defences completed, the numerous older weapons of 

were retired or scrapped9.  In 1944, about two-thirds of the proposed new batteries had 

been completed and, in any case, most practical naval threats to the Canal had been 

neutralised or removed, and hence work on new batteries was halted, and the larger guns 

removed, with the Coastal Artillery units reduced in size (regiments being broken down 

into battalions).  By 1948, almost all of the harbour gun defences had been scrapped and, 

with only the anti-aircraft mission remaining, the Coastal Artillery was disestablished in 

195010. 

 

The changes in the gun defences of the Canal Zone might be illustrated by those that took 

place at Fort Amador, on the breakwater formed from linked islands and used to defend 

 
7  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
8  https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html  
9  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 
10  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps 

https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/Building_Bases/bases-18.html
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps


the Pacific entrance to the Canal.  Initially armed with 2 batteries, each with 2 x 6-inch 

(152 mm) artillery pieces capable of being withdrawn under cover, these batteries (named 

Birnie and Smith) were begun in 1913 and completed in 1917.  The 6-inch guns remained 

in place until 1943, when they were removed and the structures that had housed them 

were buried.  A battery equipped with 90 mm guns replaced the 6-inch guns, being 

intended for use against motor torpedo boats11.  These were subsequently removed in 

1948, and the site buried over. 

 

  
Bob Hope and Frances Langford 
entertaining patients at the Coco Solo 
Naval Hospital, 9 March 1944. 
Entertainers are (left to right): Frances 
Langford, Vera Vague, Jerry Colonna, 
Bob Hope, Tony Romano. Also present 
is Wendell Niles12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1944 saw the birth of 2 new airlines, one of which was to continue until the present day, 

becoming the country’s flag carrier. 

 

On 21 June, Compañia Panameña de Aviación SA (or COPA) was formed with a 40% 

shareholding by Pan American, the other 60% being owned by Panamanian investors.  It 

was to go on the become the country’s leading, and national airline13.14 

 
11  AMTB (Anti-Motor Torpedo Boat) Batteries - complete AMTB batteries were composed of 2 x 90 mm M1 
guns on fixed M3 mounts, 2 x 90 mm M1 guns on mobile M1 mounts and 2 x 37 mm (later 40 mm) 
automatic guns but some AMTB would not be completely armed with full complement of the mobile guns.  
Many positions were armed only with mobile guns (some 90 mm, but mostly 37 mm sections).11 
12 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-
images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html  
13  https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia 
14  For a history of COPA, see: https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-de-copa-airlines/  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-219000/80-G-219902.html
https://www.aeronautica.gob.pa/recursos/index.php?c=historia
https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/historia-de-copa-airlines/


 
COPA was to begin operations on 19 May 1947, with internal flights 
between 3 cities using DC.3 (C-47) aircraft15 
 

 

The next day, 22 June, Compañia Chiricana de Aviación SA 

was formed.  This was authorised to operate between David 

(in Chiriqui Province, hence the company name) and Puerto Armuelles using a single-

engine Fairchild 24 monoplane, and subsequently from David and La Chorrera using a 

twin-engine Avro Anson.16 

 

In November 1944, the Caribbean Defense Command 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”17. 

 

By January 1944, 38,751 of the forces previously on the strength of the Panama Canal 

Department had been redeployed, some outpost installations were abandoned, and heavy 

artillery batteries began to be deactivated.  In September 1944, the Caribbean Defense 

Command reverted to a pre-war alert status.   

  

 
15  Ibid. 
16  Ibid. 
17  As per CDC Training Memorandum Number 1, Training Directive Training Year 1945. 



EMILIA ISABEL PACHECO 

 

A Panamanian nurse, Lieutenant Emilia 

Isabel Pacheco, was part of an Infantry 

group that landed on D-Day on the 

beaches of Normandy.  She had been 

ordered to establish a liaison coordination 

point with the naval attack team. 

 

Joining the US Army at the age of 23, she 

trained at the Valley Forge Hospital in 

Philadelphia before sailing on the British 

troopship Arundel Castle for the UK.  After 

the Normandy campaign she continued to 

serve in the European theatre to the end 

of the war.   

 

After the war, Pacheco returned to Panama with the rank of Captain.  She is said to be the 

only Panamanian woman to participate in the war. 

 



 

 

SS PANAMA VICTORY 

 

This was a Victory Ship – a type of cargo ship produced in large numbers18 during World 

War 2, and being a more modern design compared to the earlier Liberty Ship design, 

 
18  534 of a planned 615 were built. 131 were built by California Shipbuilding alone. 



slightly larger and with more powerful steam turbine engines giving a higher speed to 

allow participation in high-speed convoys and better evade U-boats. 

 

She was built by the California Shipbuilding Company (Calship), launched on 3 April 1944 

and completed on 30 May, as part of the US Emergency Shipbuilding programme.  She 

was christened by the wife of Panamanian Ambassador Enrique A Jimenez19. 

 

Like other Victory Ships, she displaced 15,200 tons and was 455 feet (139 metres) long, 

with a complement of 62. 

 Photo of a typical Victory Ship 

She was involved as a cargo transport ship in the capture of Guadalcanal and the Ulithi 

Atoll in the Carolinas, and survived an air attack off the Philippines.  On board was a US 

Navy Naval Armed Guard of 28 men, which was awarded “Battle Stars” for taking part in 

the invasion at Lingayen Gulf in the Philippines in January 1945, 

 

In 1946, she was sold to the Holland America Line and renamed SS Amsteldijk (being 

renamed SS Amsteldyk in 1954).  Eventually, in 1968, she was sold to a Panamanian 

company, Progressive Mariner SA, and renamed SS Helena and sold on the Sincere 

Navigation Corporation of Taiwan. She was scrapped in Taiwan in 1973. 

 

 
19  Who became President in 1945, see Chapter 42. 



 The ship bearing “V-9” is the Panama Victory 

Naval 

Cover 1945 endorsed NATIONAL MARITIME DAY.  It was sent 22 May 1945, and was franked with stamp "4 

Freedoms".20 

 
20  https://www.hipstamp.com/listing/ship-ss-panama-victory-naval-cover-1945-signed-national-maritime-
day-cachet/38102154  

https://www.hipstamp.com/listing/ship-ss-panama-victory-naval-cover-1945-signed-national-maritime-day-cachet/38102154
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On 23 March 1944, President Roosevelt’s wife, Eleanor, made a goodwill visit to Panama.  

Here she is pictured with nurses and auxiliaries at the entrance to Santo Tomas Hospital in 

Panama City21. 

 
21  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/03/un-23-de-marzo-de-1944.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/03/un-23-de-marzo-de-1944.html

