
Chapter 50 

POSTWAR 

 

 

Pedro Miguel Locks and the USS Philippine Sea (CV-47) on 8 January 1947 with 6 R4D Skytrain1 transport 
aircraft on her deck en route for Rear Admiral Byrd's Operation High Jump2  

(The photograph was taken by Clint Fewell who lived in Panama from 1944 to 1948 and worked for the Civil 
Aeronautics Administration (CAA), while his wife worked for Pan American at Albrook field) 

 

Despite the fight against the U-boats (and the risks from malaria), in many ways, service in 

Panama during World War 2 was one of the safest overseas deployments one could hope 

for. 

 

The war had an effect on Panama in many ways (even on the side of the road that people 

could drive – see the Chapter 47 on 1943), even though it was not directly attacked.  For 

example, early in the war, the freighter and passenger ships belonging to the Panama 

 
1  The US Navy designation for the C-47 Skytrain/Dakota versions of the DC.3, as used by the 20th Transport 
Squadron. 
2  The 1946-47 expedition involved 13 ships, including 2 seaplane tenders and the aircraft carrier, with ship-
based aircraft taking 49,000 photographs which, with photography by land-based aircraft, covered around 
60% of the Antarctic coast – nearly 25% of which had previously been unseen 



Railroad Company were transferred to the US Navy3, with the shipping line services 

suspended until 1947 (see Chapter 27 for details of its ships wartime roles). 

 

USS Missouri in the Miraflores Locks, Panama Canal, October 
1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captured German cruiser Prinz 
Eugen in the Panama Canal en route 
to Bikini Atoll in 1946, ending its 
days as a target in an A-bomb test 
there 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3  The original Panama Railroad was begun in 1847 by 3 New York entrepreneurs and opened in 1855, as the 
first transcontinental railway in the western hemisphere.  Originally initiated to take advantage of a US mail 
contract, it was then used by many hundreds of would-be goldminers making their way to take part in the 
California gold rush – both they and the mail making the journey (despite sea journeys before and after 
crossing the isthmus) faster than trying to cross the continental US. 



It seems an incontestable fact that, despite the move to having a two-ocean navy, without 

the Panama Canal it is unlikely that the US road, rail, seaport and river transport network 

could have accommodated the flow of men and materials required for the two-theatre 

war in which the US found itself in 1941.  Between 7 December 1941 and VJ-Day in 

September 1945, over 6,400 warships and 10,300 other vessels passed along the Canal. 

 

Many of the fears that had been expressed about German U-Boats, Japanese warships, 

Axis infiltrators, or fifth column saboteurs either never materialised or were dealt with 

quickly at the beginning of the war effort4. 

 

The agreement for use of the sites outside the Canal Zone by the US military called for 

such sites to be handed back 1 year after the end of the war.  However, when the war 

ended with the surrender of Japan in September 1945 a dispute once again broke out.  

See the Chapter on the 1942 Bases Agreement and the (failed) 1947 Filós-Hines 

Agreement.   

 
Location of the bases in 
dispute 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The new President Enrique Adolfo Jimenéz, who had become President in June 1945, had 

authorised a draft treaty allowing for the continued presence of at least some US bases in 

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

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


the Republic.  This led to an angry, and armed, mob outside the National Assembly when it 

met in 1947, which persuaded the deputies inside the reject the draft, and by 1948 the US 

had evacuated all occupied bases and sites outside the Canal Zone5. 

 

It would take a further treaty in 1955 for the US to once again obtain the ability to operate 

outside the Canal Zone, including a 15-year agreement over the use of the Rio Hato 

airbase.  See also the Chapter on mustard gas and chemical defences for US Army 

activities postwar involving testing of chemical and nerve agents. 

 

The reduction in strength, and the redeployment of troops, from the Panama Canal 

Department and the Caribbean Defense Command, which had begun in 1943, continued 

apace to December 1945, with a start made on a reorganisation being begun in 1946, with 

an aim of achieving a target of 20,000 Canal Zone troops by 1 March 1946.  The reduction 

continued after the war, despite the Cold War and the Korean War of the early 1950s6 and 

by 1959, troop levels reached their lowest level, with just 6,600 being present. 

 

Ever since January 1943, the strength of the Panama Canal Department had been 

progressively run down as air and ground units were transferred to Europe and the Pacific.  

By the end of August 1945 manpower had declined from a peak of 67,000 to just under 

32,000 and, as explained above, by 1 March 1946 it was to drop to 20,000 as Army 

demobilisation gathered momentum.  Furthermore, in order to concentrate resources for 

occupation duty in Austria, Germany, Korea and Japan, the new Army Chief of Staff, 

Eisenhower, wrote to General MacArthur in Japan in January 1946 that garrisons in places 

such as Panama were being “cut to the bone”.7  

 
5  For a view from the US Government of the relationship with Panama in the immediate postwar period, see 
Memorandum by the Assistant Chief of the Division of Central America and Panama Affairs, dated 20 
January 1948: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467 
6  The Korean War 1950-53 saw security increased, Army guards assigned, anti-aircraft units (which were 
those left from World War 2) were stood up and used to supplement harbour defences, “hostile” foreign 
nationals were detained and the control of ships was tightened. 
7  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1948v09/d467


 

At the end of the war, the Coast Artillery Command (already largely redundant) and the 

Mobile Force were discontinued (the Coastal Artillery Command was abolished in 1950), 

and on 1 December 1946, the Panama Canal Department was divided back into Atlantic 

and Pacific sectors.   

 

The USAAF Sixth Air Force was removed from the Panama Canal Department and 

reorganised as the Caribbean Air Command, and in 1947 the new, separate US Air Force 

took over responsibility from the former USAAF.   

 

Also, in 1947 the Panama Canal Department was deactivated and replaced by the new US 

Army Caribbean (USARCARIB), which retained its headquarters in the Canal Zone.  The 

Army, Navy and USAF components in Panama had been reorganised under the overall, 

forces-wide Caribbean Command8.  While defence of the Canal remained the primary 

concern of USARCARIB9, it acquired other responsibilities in Latin America10. 

 

Since late in the war, as the threat of attack was beginning to recede, Albrook Field had 

begun a training role that it continued to perform until 1989.  The Air Force School of the 

Military Training Center of the Panama Canal Department, located at the Panama Air 

Depot (PAD), opened in 1943 to train Latin American Air Forces. The first class consisted of 

an officer and 10 enlisted men from Peru who signed up for 3 months of apprentice 

training11.  Albrook ceased use as a terminal for airline operations in 1949.12 

 

 
8  Which was to become US Southern Command in 1963. 
9  In 1963, USARCARIB became US Army Forces Southern Command, part of US Southern Command. 
10  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
11  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
12  https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/czp.htm


In 1946, a Carnival of Victory was held 

(said to have been the best in the 

history of carnivals in the country)13.  

Christened “La Victoria”, President 

Jiminez Brin later issued a Decree 

making the annual pre-lent carnivals 

official, to be celebrated annually 

through the country.   

 

La Victoria also involved communities from the Canal Zone, the US forces and other clubs, 

societies and groups, with an estimated 56 floats taking part in the parade14.   

 

 

It might be noted that, until 1958, US forces also participated in Panama’s independence 

parades each November, and certainly did so in the parades of November 1946.  This 

 
13  https://portal.critica.com.pa/archivo/03022000/opiayer.html#TOP 
14  https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/02/escenas-del-carnaval-de-la-victoria.html  

https://portal.critica.com.pa/archivo/03022000/opiayer.html#TOP
https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/02/escenas-del-carnaval-de-la-victoria.html


participation was to end after protests by students and others were repressed after the 

1958 parade of 3 November15. 

 
The photo shows a battalion of US 
Marines from the Rodman Naval Base 
marching down Central Avenue as part 
of the November 1946 parade. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

A well-preserved example of a typical 
Panama Canal Zone house in Gamboa in 
2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An entrance to the US Army underground HQ bunker, 

Quarry Heights; now in the nature reserve on Cerro 

Anton in Panama City (my photo in 2021) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/11/desfile-de-noviembre-de-1946.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/11/desfile-de-noviembre-de-1946.html


It was not only the US forces that saw a drawdown in numbers with the end of the war.  

An increase in number of employees of the Canal and railway had begun in 1938 when the 

(abortive) construction of a third set of locks began.  Even after the US entered the war 

and despite that project being suspended, wartime requirements still demanded a 

continued increase of personnel.   

 

The workforce, that had numbered 13,800 in 1938, reached a peak of 38,000 by 1942.  

Once the war was over, it was impossible to maintain this level and a reduction of the 

workforce was begun.  By May 1950, the workforce had been reduced to some 19,600 

employees (figures used include both US-rate and local rate – the “Gold” and “Silver” roll - 

employees16), and what were described as fundamental organisational changes were 

made in 1951 - followed by the introduction of income tax for employees in the Canal 

Zone, and an $80 million project to replace obsolete and substandard housing, completed 

by 1956.17  

 

Commercial air activities were transferred to National Airport at Tocumen on 21 September 1950 

from Albrook Air Force Base and its Canal Zone Air Terminal (which had been completed in 1943).  

This followed a bilateral agreement between the US and the Panamanian Government.  The 

former Air Terminal at Albrook saw subsequent use as a library and offices for the Canal 

authority.18 

 

Even while World War 2 was still under way, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) had 

conducted 2 postwar basing studies that called for the creation of an extensive network of 

(primarily air) bases overseas19.  The first identified 66 foreign sites where access was 

 
16  The terms “Gold” and “Silver” were only officially dropped during the 1950s and a single pay scale for 
American and Panamanian workers was established. 
17  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf  
18  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal: Fiscal Year ended June 30 1946. 
19  For much more on the wartime planning and its outcomes, see Circling the Earth: United States Plans for 
a Postwar Overseas Military Base System, 1942–1948 by Elliott V Converse III (Air University Press, Maxwell 
AFB, Alabama) August 2008: https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-
1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF 

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/htmfiles/2014-08-14P.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF


needed, while the second called for access to 84 foreign locations.  Panama was 

highlighted in both as being of great importance.  They outlined proposals for a network 

of air bases lying along the perimeters of the European and Asian continents that would 

allow the US to project power into these areas, while simultaneously precluding their use 

by other states.   The JCS did not plan on establishing large garrisons with permanently 

stationed troops, aircraft or naval vessels at all the desired sites.  Instead, the focus was 

on obtaining “rights” that could “be exercised when necessary”.   

 

The evolution of planning for overseas bases from 1942 through to 1948 is said to have 

reflected the growing sophistication and political maturation of US foreign and military 

policy; but early planning during the war focused on basing requirements for an 

envisioned postwar international police force20.21 

 

In September 1943, the Assistant Secretary of State had expressed his belief that aviation 

would have a greater influence on US foreign interests and US foreign policy than any 

other non-political consideration, arguing that aviation’s effect on future US defence and 

commerce would be comparable to the effect that sea power had had in the past.   

 

In fact, at a meeting in 1943, the Assistant Secretary of War said that the USAAF felt 

strongly both from the point of view of military defence as well as from the point of view 

of peacetime commercial operations [that] treaties and agreements should provide that 

no foreign-owned or operated line other than a US line should be permitted to operate in 

the Caribbean and South America22. 

 
20  Circling the Earth: United States Plans for a Postwar Overseas Military Base System, 1942–1948 by Elliott 
V Converse III (Air University Press, Maxwell AFB, Alabama) August 2008: 
https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF 
21  In late December 1942, Roosevelt asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) to prepare a study of locations for 
air facilities for an “International Police Force”.  Then Vice-President Henry A Wallace had spoken publicly of 
his vision of an international air force to keep the peace after the war.  In 1943, one proposal provided for 
the creation of a “World Security Force” composed primarily of heavy bombers stationed at approximately 
50 mutually supporting bases determined by the location of the world’s energy resources. 
22  Ibid.  

https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF


 

At the end of July 1943, the Navy’s General Board submitted a letter covering postwar air 

routes from the Panama Canal and South America to New Zealand and Australia, saying 

that no military considerations had intruded upon their analysis.  It proposed a northern 

route (Canal Zone to Clipperton to the Marquesas to Samoa) and an extreme southern 

route (Valparaiso, Chile, to Easter Island to the Marquesas), named 7 airport sites23, and 

attached detailed information on Clipperton Island.24 

 

As World War 2 entered its final phases, friction with the USSR grew, and it became quite 

clear that US national security had to be considered from a global perspective.25  During 

the war, US military leaders almost unanimously believed (and their civilian superiors 

shared their perceptions) that war would come again, that it would again be a total war.   

 

The factors which shaped the overseas base planning process included the desire on the 

part of civilian interests to further the development of US commercial aviation, the 

disparate requirements of which did not always mesh well with perceived military 

necessities. US interservice rivalries26, and now exacerbated by the addition of the newly 

independent USAF and sharp reductions in postwar defence budgets, also shaped the 

planning process27. 

 

Commercial aviation promised to be a vital element in postwar US economic prosperity. 

Indeed, some maintained that US commercial aviation was on the verge of the same sort 

of tremendous growth that the railroads had experienced in the 1840s.  In 1945, new 

 
23  The 7 airport sites were Clipperton Island; Nukahiva Island, Marquesas; Hiva Oa Island, Marquesas; 
Makatea, Tuamotu; Fakarava, Tuamotu; Easter Island; and Juan Fernandez, Henderson Group. 
24  Circling the Earth: United States Plans for a Postwar Overseas Military Base System, 1942–1948 by Elliott 
V Converse III (Air University Press, Maxwell AFB, Alabama) August 2008: 
https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF 
25  Ibid. 
26  As illustrated by the clash in the first half of 1943 between the Army and the USAAF on one side and the 
Navy on the other over the control of land-based aircraft in anti-submarine warfare operations. 
27  Only the Army and the USAAF coordinated their postwar programs to any appreciable extent. 

https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF


President Harry S Truman told the Secretary of Commerce Henry A Wallace that, along 

with reparations, the future of international aviation was “the most important postwar 

international problem”.  From the beginning of the postwar planning process, civil and 

military planners hoped to integrate military and civil airfields into a vast network, 

assuring both physical and economic security for the US.28 

 

Postwar US Navy plans identified the US naval sphere as being the Western Atlantic, and 

the Pacific east of the Malay Peninsula, with the following key operational zones: the 

North Atlantic approaches to North America; the Middle Atlantic between the bulges of 

South America and Africa; the eastern and southern approaches to the Caribbean; the 

Pacific approaches to the Panama Canal; the waters contiguous to Japan and to the 

Philippines; and the Arctic and Alaskan air approaches to North America.29 

 

However, by 1946, a number of factors — including budgetary constraints, host-nation 

opposition, and the reaction of the State Department — prompted the JCS to drop plans 

for many of the bases.30 

 

In December 1950, the New York Times marked the first passage of a Japanese ship 

through the Canal since July 1941, when a vessel loaded with scrap metal made a transit 

on 10 December. 

 

In the 1950s, the US made several concessions to the Panamanians to assuage nationalist 

anger, such as making Spanish an official language in the Canal Zone along with English31. 

 
28  Circling the Earth: United States Plans for a Postwar Overseas Military Base System, 1942–1948 by Elliott 
V Converse III (Air University Press, Maxwell AFB, Alabama) August 2008: 
https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF 
29  Ibid. 
30  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 
31  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
Notably by means of the Eisenhower-Remón Treaty of 1955, which included an attached MoU which 
abolished the Gold and Silver Roll system. 

https://media.defense.gov/2017/Mar/31/2001725262/-1/-1/0/B_0097_CONVERSE_CIRCLING_EARTH.PDF
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/


 

After World War 2, the Panama Canal played only a limited role in US military ventures, so 

that even from a military perspective, its costs were beginning to exceed the benefits.  In 

fact, a 2008 book32 revealed that President Truman tried to give the Panama Canal to the 

United Nations in 1945.  Even from the beginning, the military costs of defending the canal 

had been much higher than anyone had anticipated.  The same 2008 book maintained 

that the US was “reluctantly stuck managing the Canal through the 1950s, 1960s, and 

1970s and was facing increasing costs of doing so33”. 

 

The Torrijos-Carter Treaties of 1977 led to a rundown of the US presence in Panama, with 

the eventual total handover of the Canal itself in 1999.  There were in fact 2 Treaties.  The 

Panama Canal Treaty provided that, from 31 December 1999, Panama would assume full 

control of Canal operations and became primarily responsible for its defence34.  The other 

was the Treaty Concerning the Permanent Neutrality and Operation of the Panama Canal 

(aka the “Neutrality Treaty”) and under this treaty the US retained the permanent right to 

defend the Canal from any threat that might interfere with its continued neutral service to 

ships of all nations.  

 
32  What T. R. Took: The Economic Impact of the Panama Canal, 1903– 1937 by Noel Maurer and Carlos Yu 
(2008). 
33  The book attributed to increasing costs (presumably aside from military/naval defence costs) as being the 

constant rise in transfers to Panama used to placate the increasing aversion to the U.S. presence in Panama 

and the rising inefficiency of the Canal management.  A reviewer from the University of California San Diego, 

in its Journal of Economic History, disagreed with the authors’ comments re the increasingly inefficient 

running of the Canal by the US, with rising costs and falling revenue, arguing that Panama boosted its 

profitability chiefly from higher tolls: https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~vramey/research/The-Big-Ditch-Review-

Published.pdf  

 

 
34  https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rlnks/11936.htm  

https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~vramey/research/The-Big-Ditch-Review-Published.pdf
https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~vramey/research/The-Big-Ditch-Review-Published.pdf
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rlnks/11936.htm


 

The UNESCO World Heritage Site of San Lorenzo 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today, relatively little is left to provide obvious reminders of the presence of US forces at 

all, let alone the period of World War 2.  The defensive gun emplacements, and later radar 

stations, near the Pacific end of the Canal, for example, have gone.  Something remains, 

though hidden and overgrown, of Fort Howard at the Atlantic end35 and Fort Sherman, not 

far from the 16th Century Fort Lorenzo36 (see photo above - in which the US Army placed a 

3-inch (76.2 mm) anti-aircraft battery during the war), which is a tourist attraction, and 

also on the Atlantic coast. 

 
 
Fort Sherman was built 
in 1912 to defend the 
Panama Canal on the 
Atlantic coast. The 3,000 
acres of property 
includes 9 batteries, an 
air strip, barracks and 
housing as well as 
jungle. The site was also 
used for jungle warfare 
training. Everything was 
turned over to Panama 
in 1999 

 

 

 

 
35  https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/  
36  Declared a UN World Heritage site in 1980, having been handed over to Panama in 1979. 

https://www.panorama2go.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/


No doubt, if one poked around37, or dug down, one might find more remnants, but the 

combination of a fertile tropical climate (where abandoned buildings are soon overgrown 

and overwhelmed) and a vibrant and successful economy with its accompanying 

construction and development, mean that much of what evidence there may have been 

will have long ago been buried or lost.   

 

In March 2013, the Coast Defense Study Group in the US undertook a visit to Panama and 

produced a report on the US defences, such as they were.  There were some examples of 

remnants - for example, at the site of the ancient Fort Lorenzo one of the 4.7-inch 

(120mm) gun emplacements was still present inside the old Spanish Fort38.  In most cases 

there were little or no remnants – 

“Most of Fort Amador is gone or the few remains are in a bad state” [but some 

cases, where facilities could be adapted to another use, such as with the former 

Fort Clayton, which was] Completely there. Converted into offices, university 

building, etc.  Easy accessible”39. 

 

One lasting result of the war was the basis of the trans-isthmus highway40, which was 

completed by the US, although this is probably not apparent to present-day Panamanians.   

 

In addition, from 1942, work had begun on providing an uninterrupted road route to 

Panama from the US, in much the same way as had been done to facilitate supplies to 

Alaska using the Alaska Highway (or Alcan).  At the peak of the effort, 25,000 men 

(including 1,500 from the US) were involved in the project.  By the time the War 

 
37  For a useful guide to the installations, and remnants or reminders that might still be seen, see 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678 
38  https://cdsg.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%20
2013.pdf  
39  https://cdsg.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%20
2013.pdf  
40  Known now as the Transistmica. 

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=e65d5058a32a4b939965915b61aab678
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf
https://cdsg.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/CDSG/CDSG%20WEBSITE%20UPDATES/CDSG%20Downloads/Report%20Panama%202013.pdf


Department cancelled the project in October 1943, US contractors had cleared a right of 

way for 758 miles of highway, surfacing 331 miles of the length41.42  

In 1974, a visit to Taboga revealed remains of US Army 
installations looking out to sea and the cut-up rifled gun 
barrel (note the canteen cup below, also found at the 
same time)43   

Photos: L.R. Celerier 1974 

 

 

 

 

 

 
41  The Big L: American Logistics in World War II edited by Alan Gropman (National Defense University 
Institute for National Strategic Studies Fort McNair Washington, DC 20319), 1997 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a421840.pdf 
42  The Pan-American Highway, some 19,000 miles (33,000 km) long, stretches from Alaska to southern 
Argentina – with a 66-mile (106 km) gap in the Darien Province in Panama, there being no road link through 
the jungle and mountains between Panama and Colombia.  The Inter-American Highway is the name for the 
3,400 mile (5,472 km) stretch between Mexico and Panama and was completed in the 1950s.  The Pan-
American Highway was completed in 1963: 
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Pan_American_Highway  
43  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-06-26  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a421840.pdf
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Pan_American_Highway
http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-06-26


A unit of US Field artillery is shown on the 48-mile run across the Isthmus of Panama on the Trans-Isthmus 
Highway, built for the speedy movement of troops and equipment from areas of the vital canal to others 

whenever necessary  

 

The 1940s was seen, regardless of the impact of World War 2, as a decade of progress for 

Panama.  It saw the first Panamanian airlines (including COPA, which continues to this 

day), the start of the Colon Free Zone, the Social Security system, women got the vote, it 

won its first Olympic medals (a Panamanian of Jamaican origin, Lloyd La Beach, who won 2 

silver medals in the 1948 London Olympics), and the Baseball major League was founded.  

On the other hand, it was from then that the National Police began to effectively run the 

country from behind the scenes44. 

 DC.3 of Copa Airlines 

The role of the US forces during the Cold War, with the notorious School of the Americas 

training camp being located at Fort Gulick, Panama 1956-8445 (and whose alumni included 

2 Panamanian dictators – Torrijos and Noriega)46, as well as inherent nationalism of the 

Panamanian people, has probably contributed to there being little effort being put into 

remembering or reminding people about the role of the US military during its near 

century-long time in the country. 

 

 
44  http://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ciudad-panama-decada-
1940/?fbclid=IwAR2aeEVgA4OtSMRQ9Kuo02lzoApYnU1h2V7_rkOmYm_HMC_hVAXJdl9xrQ8  
In 1937, the US, Canada and 12 Latin American states had signed the Convention on the Pan American 
Highway, to run from Alaska to the bottom of Argentina (and called the Inter-American Highway in Central 
America and Mexico).  1950 saw the first portion of the highway completed, in Mexico. 
45  https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm  
46  https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm 

http://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ciudad-panama-decada-1940/?fbclid=IwAR2aeEVgA4OtSMRQ9Kuo02lzoApYnU1h2V7_rkOmYm_HMC_hVAXJdl9xrQ8
http://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/ciudad-panama-decada-1940/?fbclid=IwAR2aeEVgA4OtSMRQ9Kuo02lzoApYnU1h2V7_rkOmYm_HMC_hVAXJdl9xrQ8
https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm
https://fas.org/irp/crs/soa.htm


The School of the Americas was originally established in 1946 as the Latin American 

Center- Ground Division, being renamed the US Army Caribbean School, and based in 

1949 at Fort Gulick.  From 1946, more than 57,700 officers, cadets, and NCO from Latin 

America and the US were trained at the School of the Americas.  It adopted Spanish as its 

official language in 1963.  It was described as a bilingual Training and Doctrine Command 

(TRADOC) service school that trained over 

56,000 military, police and government from 22 

nations throughout the hemisphere. 

 

 

 

HAWK Battery C at Fort Grant in the 1960s47 

 

On 21 September 1984, the school suspended operations in Panama in compliance with 

the terms of the 1977 Treaty.   

Entrance to Battery Burnside on Naos Island.  
This entrance and 3 others nearby lead to 
long flights of stairs up to battery level on 
the top of the island 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
47  http://www.517thartillery.org/  

http://www.517thartillery.org/


Causeway to Fort Amador, as seen 
from Battery C Site at Fort Grant, 
Flamenco Island in 196548 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How the railway guns (and others) ended up – a piece of 
barrel of a scrapped 14-inch railway gun.   
Person in photo and photographer unknown 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
48  http://www.517thartillery.org/BatteryC.htm  
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The view today from the 

Causeway, looking back 

from Flamenco island 

towards the modern 

Panama City49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The final day of the Panama Canal 
Zone50 

  

 
49  https://www.revistapanorama.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/ 
50  https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/collections/final-day-of-the-canal-zone/  

https://www.revistapanorama.com/en/military-fortifications-of-the-isthmus-of-panama/
https://pcmc.domains.uflib.ufl.edu/collections/final-day-of-the-canal-zone/


GENERAL EISENHOWER AND THE CANAL 

 

On August 1946, General Eisenhower visited the Canal Zone.  Fresh from victory as 

Supreme Commander in Western Europe, it was said that he came to “pay tribute to the 

Republic of Panama as a member of that great war team”.  He was awarded the Order 

Vasco Núñez de Balboa. 

 

At the wheel of the car carrying Eisenhower was Colonel José Antonio Remón Cantera, 

head of the National Police and future President (see below). 



 

Eisenhower next visited Panama in 1956, after agreeing the Remón-Eisenhower Treaty51, 

which had updated and further amended the terms of the original 1903 Treaty.  This was 

for a meeting of a meeting of Presidents of the OAS.52  After a 6-hour flight from 

Washington DC, he reached Panama City just in time to start the first meeting. 

 
51  https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/eisenhower-
remon-treaty-1955 and Eisenhower also placed a wreath on the grave of Remón Cantera, who had been 
assassinated on 2 January 1955.  At the end of this first appointment, instead of going to rest at the US 
Embassy to rest, he went to the Amador cemetery : https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-
historia/180701/nacional-remon-amistad-historia-eisenhower   
52  https://elfarodelcanal.com/dwight-eisenhower-y-su-influencia-en-la-cuestion-canalera/  

https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/eisenhower-remon-treaty-1955
https://www.encyclopedia.com/humanities/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/eisenhower-remon-treaty-1955
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/180701/nacional-remon-amistad-historia-eisenhower
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/180701/nacional-remon-amistad-historia-eisenhower
https://elfarodelcanal.com/dwight-eisenhower-y-su-influencia-en-la-cuestion-canalera/


 

Eisenhower and Remón Cantera 

Eisenhower had served in the Canal Zone in 1922-24.  He and his wife had lived from 

January 1922 until September 1924 at Camp Gaillard.  He was then a Major of Infantry 

serving as Personnel Officer with the 20th Infantry Division of Puerto Rico.53 

 
53  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-
3b59939cfb73d8fb3063544811a2e293/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-3b59939cfb73d8fb3063544811a2e293.pdf  

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-3b59939cfb73d8fb3063544811a2e293/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-3b59939cfb73d8fb3063544811a2e293.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GOVPUB-W79-3b59939cfb73d8fb3063544811a2e293/pdf/GOVPUB-W79-3b59939cfb73d8fb3063544811a2e293.pdf


 

President Enrique Jiminez Brin with Eisenhower in 1946 

 

PANAMA: THE TURBULENT 1940s54 

 

The 1930s and 1940s in Panama saw great political instability and a struggle between the 

various fractions for control of the state apparatus. This was a continuation of a conflicts 

seen since the latter half of the 1920s.  It involved the Liberal Party (the so-called 

Chiaristas and Porristas), the Communal Action Coup of 1931, and the electoral disputes 

of 1932, 1936 and 1940. 

 

There had been a transformation of the economic structures of the society between the 

wars. The commercial-importing bourgeoisie, which had controlled the country since 

 
54  Based on a translated article in El Socialista Centroamericano, 11 June 2021: 
https://elsoca.org/index.php/america-central/panama/2516-panama-la-crisis-politica-panamena-de-la-
decada-de-1940  

https://elsoca.org/index.php/america-central/panama/2516-panama-la-crisis-politica-panamena-de-la-decada-de-1940
https://elsoca.org/index.php/america-central/panama/2516-panama-la-crisis-politica-panamena-de-la-decada-de-1940


1903, concentrated on extracting surplus value from the housing rent for the workers of 

the Canal was exhausted; and its decline sector was reinforced by the Word Depression 

from 1929.  This crisis gave rise to a new sector, based on industrial production for the 

domestic market driven by the Arias – Roosevelt Treaties of 1936, which opened up the 

Canal Zone market to the national production of such things as beef and beer. 

 

The disputes between liberals and Arnulfistas (followers of Arnulfo Arias Madrid), during 

the 1940s, were a dispute between 2 fractions of the ruling class and 2 models of how the 

country should be run, but they often intersected personal and economic interests that 

make the situation confusing, at least to the outsider. 

 

Liberalism, and its various fractions, were both the old commercial-importing sectors (i.e 

the traditional ruling oligarchy), and the new industrial bourgeoisie, which was acquiring 

more and more weight.  This latter group were represented by the National Liberal Party 

of ex-President Rodolfo Chiari, which would finally prevail and become the dominant 

force; while the other groups consisted of the Liberal Renovator (Pancho Arias), the 

Doctrinaire Liberal (Domingo Díaz), the Liberal Democrat (Enrique A. Jiménez) parties. 

Around Arnulfo Arias, conservative sectors of the country’s interior were grouped, with 

the support of middle and popular classes, who expressed a nationalist, anti-American 

stance but defended a country that was more agrarian than modern.  The Panamanian 

left, made up of socialists (Demetrio Porras), communists (Hugo Víctor) and the Patriotic 

Youth Front (Jorge Illueca and others) would act at key junctures as allies of the liberals 

against Arnulfo Arias, in whom they saw (not without some evidence, especially once he 

gained power in 1940) as a fascist in the making. 

 

The struggle between liberals and Arnulfistas developed throughout the 1940s in 2 

phases: the first 5 years, which were characterised by an economic boom thanks to World 

War 2 and the proliferation of US bases; and a second 5 years of economic and fiscal crisis. 



The first phase begins with the coup in 1941 against Arnulfo Arias, in which the traditional 

(liberal) oligarchy, the US and the leadership of the National Police (under José A Remón 

Cantera) combined.  However, the coup did not resolve the situation, because the 

Government of Ricardo Adolfo De la Guardia that followed suffered from both Arnulfist 

and liberal conspiracies, some wishing for the return of Arais Madrid and others 

demanding to sweep away the ministers who remained of his administration. 

 

In a move to prevent the National Assembly from removing him from power, De la 

Guardia agreed to a Joint Governing Board with Francisco Arias Paredes and Domingo 

Díaz, and convened the Constituent Assembly in 1945 to devise another new Constitution.  

However, the Arnulfist faction of the Assembly nominated its own Acting President, Jeptha 

B Duncan; but the National Police settled the matter by supporting De la Guardia, with 

Duncan being sent into exile in the Canal Zone. 

 

The Constituent Assembly did not end the crisis, since the liberal alliance split when it 

came to appointing the Provisional President, between those who supported Eduardo 

Chiari (National Liberal, Conservative and National Revolutionary) and the fraction that 

prevailed around Enrique Jiménez (Liberal Democrat and Doctrinaire of Domingo Díaz). 

Once the new Constitution was promulgated in 1946, the next crisis occurs because 

Jiménez refused to leave the Provisional Presidency and call elections. There was an 

attempt by the Assembly to remove him, but again the National Police came out in his 

support, and he continued in office until the 1948 elections. 

 

The 1948 elections were a continuation of the crisis, marked by violence and fraud.  

Arnulfo Arias was once again a candidate and confronted by a liberal alliance led by 

Domingo Díaz, Daniel Chanis and Roberto Chiari. As weeks passed and the electoral results 

were not proclaimed, a crisis tinged with street protests and bloody clashes ensued.  In 

these circumstances, the National Assembly tries to dismiss Enrique Jiménez and replace 

him with Herique de Obarrio, on 12 July 1948; but again, Colonel Remón of the National 



Police tipped the balance towards the ruling fraction that proclaimed Domingo Díaz the 

winner. 

 

However, Díaz governs for onlya year, before dying in August 1949, being replaced by the 

First Vice-President Daniel Chanis, who took office in the midst of a major economic crisis.  

At this moment the ruling alliance was divided, amid the dispute for control of the 

slaughterhouse, which sold meat to the Canal Zone.  Remón Cantera and the Liberal 

Doctrinaire Party were accused of controlling various businesses, such as the 

slaughterhouse, to the detriment of other producers. 

 

On 19 November 1949, among great national unrest, Chanis demanded the resignation of 

Colonel Remón, but he took refuge in the Central Barracks and, in turn, demanded the 

resignation of Chanis.  However, the National Assembly did not accept Chanis' resignation, 

and therefore Remón made an agreement with Arnulfo Arias Madrid and, on 25 

November, the Electoral Board makes a "recount of minutes" recognising him as 

President. 

 

Arnulfo Arias was to hold office from November 1949 to May 1951, claiming that he 

carried in his pocket the resignation of the police commanders, but never made it 

effective. The end of his government would be triggered by a fiscal crisis, in which the 

potential collapse of the state banks was rumoured.  In an attempt to remedy the 

situation, on 7 May 1951, he issued a decree suspending the 1946 Constitution 1946 and 

restoring (his old) 1041 Constitution, declaring the suspension of individual rights, and 

arresting numerous opponents. 

 

Protests erupted, there was violence in the streets, and a popular march ended at the 

Central Barracks with the crowd asking Remón to depose Arias Madrid.  Despite the fact 

that on 9 May the President had repealed his decree, another bloody coup followed on 10 

May. Alcibíades Arosemena assumed the Presidency, thus creating the conditions for 



Remón to go from being the arbiter of political disputes conflicts for the previous decade 

to central actor of the Panamanian Government, presenting the Patriotic Coalition in the 

elections of 1952. 

 

Although the authoritarian and McCarthyite government of Remón forcibly imposed some 

social peace for 3 years, his assassination and subsequent political upheavals indicate that 

the potential for political unrest was not over.  There arose a model of capitalism 

promoted from the US in the middle of the century, and mainly expressed through the 

National Liberal Party.  However, the disputes for control of the Panamanian state 

persisted throughout the 1960s, emerging at critical junctures: in the alleged electoral 

fraud of 1964 and in the crisis of 1967-68. 

 

The crisis of 1967-68 marked a new rupture of the ruling fraction, and the inter-bourgeois 

disputes would not be resolved until the coup of October 1968, when the National Guard 

(as the National Police had become during the 1950s) overthrew Arnulfo Arias Madrid 

(who sought refuge in the Canal Zone), who had once again been elected President on 12 

May.  Eventually, Colonel Omar Torrijos ousted other members of the ruling junta in 

February 1969, and remained de facto military dictator until he died in a plane crash in 

July 1981. 

The photograph shows the National 

police central headquarters in Colón, 

August 1944.  Located behind the 

Municipal Palace and Cathedral 

Church, as well as offices it contained 

stores of arms and ammunition, file 

rooms and dormitories. 

In 1945, it suffered an armed attack 

by the so-called “Independent 



Youth”, a faction of the Authentic Revolutionary Party.  It was vacated for new barracks 

elsewhere in 1945.55 

A POSTWAR RECESSION 

 

In the 1940s, Panama enjoyed an economic boom as a result of military expenditures on 

Canal security and the initial expenses for the construction of a third set of locks. After the 

end of the war, the economy entered a period of recession that lasted until 1947. 

 

In 1950, Panama was still suffering from the aftermath of the recession, so during that 

decade, actions were taken to improve the country's economic situation.  On the 

economic side, policies and measures were put in place to diversify and promote the 

growth of the economy through the promotion of exports and the process of import 

substitution of agricultural and manufactured products. On the political side, Panama, 

through claims to the US, sought to expand a greater share of purchases (exports) from 

the Canal Zone, since most of the products consumed by the residents of the Canal Zone 

at that time were imported from the US.  In 1950, Canal Zone purchases accounted for 

59% of the country's exports.  With the Remon-Eisenhower Treaty of 1955, Panama 

obtained concrete economic benefits that were to be observed during the 1960s, and 

these included additional revenue from the Canal; equal pay for, and income tax from, 

Panamanian Canal employees; and agreement on the construction of what became the 

Bridge of the Americas.  However, in 1950, the Canal was the most important economic 

activity in the country with a direct economic impact that amounted to $138.5 million or 

almost 20% of its GDP.  This was to increase over the following decades, although it lost 

relative importance in terms of a percentage of GDP, as the economy diversified.56 

 

A REASSESSMENT OF THE VALUE OF THE CANAL TO THE US 1945-49 

 

 
55  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/01/frontispicio-del-cuartel-central-de-la.html  
56  https://www.pancanal.com/esp/pr/press-releases/2004/03/05/pr290.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/01/frontispicio-del-cuartel-central-de-la.html
https://www.pancanal.com/esp/pr/press-releases/2004/03/05/pr290.html


The following is based on extracts from Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the 

Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major, and article in the Journal of Strategic Studies in 

2008. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the immediate postwar period, the changes engendered by the war led to a reappraisal 

of the role and value of the Canal.  In addition, increasing nationalistic hostility in Panama 

to the presence and overreach of the US (notwithstanding the attempt from 1936 to forge 

a new relationship, with more of a partnership), with numerous instances of unrest from 

the late 1940s through into the 1960s, and culminating in the rioting in 1964, when a 

number of people, including Panamanian students, were killed57. 

 

The US also sought to obtain a contribution from Panama towards the cost of the defence 

of the Canal58.  In addition, the failure of the 1947 agreement for continued use of some 

US bases outside the Canal Zone strengthened the view of those policymakers who 

considered that the cost of retaining the Canal outweighed its value. 

 

There was also a need to modernise the Canal to keep it fit for purpose, in addition to 

installing new and expensive defences to defend it, and this in an era where ballistic 

missiles and weapons of mass destruction might render such defences useless. 

 

It was even reported that, in 1945, President Truman had even proposed handing over 

responsibility for the Canal to the new United Nations. 

 

 

POSTWAR US DEFENCE PLANNING 

 
57  And to this day, marked by a solemn national holiday, Day of the Martyrs, in January each year. 
58  Perhaps this was somewhat ironic, given on e of the main causes of the US War of Independence was the 
British Government’s insistence on American contribution to the cost of defending the American colonies. 



 

Despite its relatively uneventful war, postwar planning for the defence of the Canal got 

underway even before the war itself had ended.  In March 1945, the Plans and Operations 

Division of the War Department asked General Brett, Commanding General in Panama, to 

draw up a long-term plan for its defence in depth, including a list of the bases needed to 

implement it.  

 

As in 1940-41, the prime threat in 1945 was seen as being from a carrier-based attack59.  

As before, the need was seen for a layered defence, based on air defences, with bombers 

whose task was to destroy enemy aircraft and their carriers before take-off, while fighters 

and anti-aircraft artillery would act as the inner screen round the Canal locks and the 

spillway which enclosed the Canal's principal water supply in Gatun Lake. 

 

General Brett’s plan called for a number of airbases throughout Panama, as well as on the 

Galapagos Islands and in Nicaragua and Peru60.  He envisaged 99-year leases with a 20-

year continuous renewal option.  30 sites, in addition to those obtained under the 

wartime agreement (of which most were to be retained), were also identified as 

necessary.  These were those involved in the abortive 1947 Filós-Hines Agreement. 

 

Already, in October 1944, General Brett had insisted that any postwar agreement on civil 

aviation must provide for the US continuing to have exclusive authority over a 200-mile 

“defended zone”, which would completely encompass the Republic61. 

 

As already mentioned, General Brett’s plans would be overtaken or overshadowed in due 

course by the advent of nuclear weapons.  Meanwhile, the reaction of the people and 

 
59  This was, of course, highly theoretical, as the only other country with a sizeable carrier force was Britain, 
a close ally.  The USSR, still then an ally and even if envisaged as a potential enemy, did not have a carrier 
fleet, and would not have any significant carrier forces until (as Russia) into the 21st Century. 
60  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
61  Ibid. 



(eventually) the National Assembly of Panama meant that the planned retention of some 

or all, never mind additional, US bases outside the Canal Zone fell through.  Consequently, 

with the rejection of the Filós-Hines Agreement, all US defence sites outside the Canal 

Zone had been vacated by 194862. 

 

The commander of the Sixth Air Force was to point out that the “atom bomb”, together 

with jet propulsion and the guided missile, had enormously increased the problems of air 

defence.  Consequently, the area that had to be defended was now much wider and the 

attacking force would be more difficult to detect since it need not be anything like as large 

as one carrying conventional weapons63.   

 

The immediate postwar planning debate came to focus on 2 things – 

• A sea-level canal (like that at Suez), instead of one with locks, which was seen as 

preferable and having a better ability to withstand an attack (lacking the 

vulnerable locks and their supporting framework); and 

• Protection of the Canal from a nuclear strike64 (and/or its ability to withstand or 

recover from one). 

 
62  https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-hines/  
63  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
64  Ibid. 

https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-hines/


65 

 

Prior to World War 2, the US Navy had insisted that even its biggest battleships had to be 

able to transit the Canal, thus limited their maximum beam.  However, wartime 

experience led to defence against torpedo attack taking precedence, with protective 

blisters on large warships being adopted.  In addition, the new larger Midway Class 

aircraft carriers, vital for the war in the Pacific, had a superstructure so wide66 that these 

vessels could not use the Canal’s locks67. 

 

Even if the vastly expensive option of expanding the locks had been taken up, it is unlikely 

that they even then could have coped with the even larger, super-carriers that evolved in 

the late 1950s68. 

 

In December 1945, the Governor of the Canal Zone, Joseph C Mehaffey69, was authorised 

by the US Congress to report on how best the Canal could be adapted to meet the needs 

 
65  https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp.pdf  
66  At 136 feet (approximately 41.4 meters).  The Canal locks at the time were 110 feet (33.5 meters) wide. 
67  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
68  Plans envisaged enlarged locks of 140- or 154-feet (42.7 or 46.9 meters) width. 
69  Like all Governors, he was a US Army Corps of Engineers officer, 

https://ia802607.us.archive.org/4/items/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp.pdf


of merchant shipping and national defence, and to report his conclusions by December 

I94770. 

 

In May 1946, another, separate study was initiated by the US Navy and headed by a 

Captain Miles P DuVal, who had himself published an important book on the Canal, and 

had made proposals for improvements71.  He was opposed to a sea-level canal and 

clashed with Mehaffy, who was committed to that idea. 

 

Nevertheless, and despite differing views within the various departments of the Navy, 

underlying all views was the tacit assumption that the Canal was still a vital element in US 

defence policy72. 

 

Meanwhile, in October 1945, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had revised a wartime study from 

1942 which had envisaged a worldwide network of airbases.  These were seen as of use 

for US national interests, and in their use by the US as one of the “4 policemen” of the 

new world order73.  The Canal Zone was included in the list of such bases74.  The global air 

bases plan of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was completed in May 1946, and this identified 

Panama as one of 6 such bases labelled as essential (though not of “outstanding 

importance”).75 

 

 
70  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
71  He had proposed in 1943, a major improvement in its facilities by the creation of a summit-level 
anchorage in Miraflores Lake close to the Pacific terminal, in order to remove the bottleneck of the Pedro 
Miguel locks. 
72  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
73  That is, the US, UK, USSR and China, which would be permanent members of the UN security Council and, 
it was imagined, responsible for enforcing its edicts. 
74  Something like the plan was to come about during the 1950s and 1960s as the US used NATO and other 
allied countries’ territories to base its nuclear strike force (aircraft and missiles) to counter the perceived 
Soviet threat. 
75  Greenland, Iceland and the Azores were “of outstanding importance”), the others were Casablanca or the 
Canary Islands, the Galapagos Islands and Panama.  See US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L 
Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15


In the Canal Zone itself, General Breet had been replaced by General Crittenberger, who 

revised the plans for defences, including a call for a doubling in the size of the airbase at 

Rio Hato (outside the Canal Zone) and seeking permanent possession of several sites 

(including Rio Hato) outside the Canal Zone76.  However, such plans were untenable, as 

the reductions in troop numbers, which had been falling since the middle of the war, 

continued to fall as demobilisation gained momentum.  Furthermore, in January 1946, the 

new Army Chief of Staff, General Eisenhower, informed General MacArthur in Japan that, 

to make occupation forces available77 garrisons in the likes of Panama were being “cut to 

the bone”78. 

 

1946: THE FINALISED PLAN FOR DEFENCE OF THE CANAL 

 

In July 1946, the long-term plan for Canal defence was also revised and approved by the 

State department/War Department/Navy Department Coordinating Committee.  This 

envisaged defence of the Canal as part of the framework of hemisphere defence in the 

sense that the bases for its protection could be offered by Panama, with US agreement, 

and “as Panama's share of a defence system established by the Act of Chapultepec79”.80  

However, it should be noted that, at the time, the treaty envisaged by the Act of 

Chapultepec had not been written, and would not be until 194781. 

 

 
76  Following the Eisenhower-Remón Treaty of 1955, the USAF was to obtain access to Rio Hato airbase (until 
1970). 
77  In Austria, Germany, Japan and southern Korea (not yet South Korea, this being prior to the 1950-53 
Korean War). 
78  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 
79  The Act of Chapultepec (more properly the Inter-American Conference on Problems of War and Peace) 
had been adopted by 20 states following a conference at the town of that name in Mexico in 
February/March 1945.  They had resolved to undertake joint action in repelling any aggression against an 
American state. This was formalised by the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (aka the Rio 
Treaty of 1947)  
80  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008. 
81  Ibid. 



The plan approved by the Joint Chiefs of Staff was based on the assumption of a long-

range attack on the Canal in 3 to 5 years, and which would neutralise the Canal.  This 

assumption led to some urgency, and it was proposed that negotiations with Panama 

should proceeds on the basis of the 1942 Agreement as a precedent.  The Army asserted 

that it would need numerous radar station sites, as well as air bases at Rio Hato (for 

bombers) and Chame (for fighters).  General Crittenberger had calculated that the annual 

cost of implementing the plan would be $11 million, with improvements to bases and 

installation would be in excess of $100 million. 

 

Given the urgency engendered by the approved plan, and the apparent lack of urgency 

displayed by the State Department, Ambassador Hines decided to initiate matters on his 

own behalf.  The immediate response he received was that Panama was not in favour of 

long leases, and that any future leases should be short-term ones. 

 

One reason for State Department caution was the belief that to insist on longer-term 

leases could fall the existing administration in Panama to fall, triggering dangerous 

political instability82. 

 

By December 1946, the War Department had indicated that, if need be, it would consider 

withdrawal from all sites in the Republic, except for Rio Hato and the chemical warfare 

establishment on San José (about which see the separate Chapter).  Meanwhile, General 

Crittenberger said that such a withdrawal would expose the Canal to the potential of a 

“devastating” attack, and even the State Department considered that it would weaken the 

entire inter-American defence arrangements and the US political position in Latin 

America. 

 

 
82  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 



In view of advice that he received (see below), the US Secretary of State suggested to 

Panama that any bases in the Republic should be held on the basis of “joint trusteeship”, 

as envisaged under the 1936 Treaty.  However, General Crittenberger totally opposed this 

idea. 

 

Eventually the July 1946 plan was torpedoed by the fact that the additional funds required 

would not be available, with any funding that was available would be used in the policy of 

containment of the USSR in Europe (as explained further below). 

 

By the end of 1947, the attitude of the then Secretary of State George Marshall appeared 

to have changed.  One reason was the concern that any dispute with Panama would affect 

negotiations with Denmark over the far more important bases the US needed in 

Greenland, seen as vital for the long-range air defence of the US, as well air 

communications with Western Europe83. 

 

The military authorities84 appeared to accept Marshall’s view.  The new US Air Force85 said 

it would accept a short-term lease arrangement for Rio Hato and, on 5 December, the 

Panama Cabinet accepted plans for a renewable 10-year lease.  However, even this was 

too much for the Panamanian foreign minister, who resigned in protest.   

 

Having said that it wanted to keep all the sites, the Army, without giving the State 

Department either time or opportunity to drive a bargain, the War Department 

announced in Washington on 2 September 1946, that it was handing back to Panama 65 

of the defence sites covering more than 10,000 acres, and that defence sites rentals of 

$975,587 had been paid up to 10 June 1945.  This announcement came on the same day 

that the Panama National Assembly voted unanimously to demand that the US evacuate 

 
83  Ibid. 
84  On 18 September 1947, the War Department was dissolved, with the Departments of the Army and of the 
Air Force created.  These joined the existing Department of the Navy, all 3 being part of new joint National 
Military Establishment which, in 1949, became the Department of Defense. 
85  Created in 1947, in place of the former US Army Air Force. 



all defence sites immediately, and on the following day the President announced that 

occupation of future defence sites would not even be discussed until all had been 

returned86.   

 

PANAMANIAN REACTION TO ARMY PLANS 

 

As mentioned, the reaction of the Panamanian Government and people to any continued, 

not to mention any expanded, occupation of parts of the Republic was likely to be 

negative.  Indeed, the US Embassy in Panama had advised that it would be difficult to 

persuade Panama to grant the absolute control of a 200-mile (322 km) “defended zone” 

airspace in peacetime.  It also warned of serious difficulties if the Army insisted on 

acquired territory in the Republic in perpetuity87. 

 

As we have seen elsewhere, the 1936 Treaty had seen the US give up its right to take over 

such territory as it thought necessary for the Canal and its defence.  Despite the removal 

of Arias Madrid, negotiations which had resulted in the May 1942 bases agreement had 

taken 18 months to conclude.  The 1942 Fabregas-Wilson Convention allowed for the 

granting of rights over 134 sites in the Republic for the defence of the Canal during the 

war, and to be evacuated 1 year after the definitive peace treaty had effect and not just 

after a cease-fire88. 

 

As mentioned earlier, some of the defence sites acquired for wartime defence were small 

areas for observation towers, searchlight or gun emplacements, while others were 

outlying uninhabited islands; some were broad pastures or cleared jungle made into 

landing fields.  The 1942 agreement stipulated that "The Republic of Panama retains its 

 
86  https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp  
87  Ibid. 
88  The Untold Story Of Panama by Earl Harding (Athene Press Inc), 1959: 
https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp 

https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp
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sovereignty over the areas" and that all buildings "shall become the property of the 

Republic of Panama upon the termination of their use by the United States".   

 

The Chargé d’Affairs at the US Embassy said that a demand for permanent bases would 

bring the Panamanian Government down, and that it would be better to try for an 

arrangement more politically acceptable to Panama, such as in the 1942 Agreement, or 

for 99-year leases on the sites.   

 

In early December 1946, Panama had threatened to address the UN General Assembly 

and tell it that US troops were occupying bases in Panama against that country’s will.  

When informed, President Truman had asked his chief of staff, Admiral Leahy why the US 

did not get out of Panama “gracefully, before we get kicked out?”.  Then on 9 December, 

Truman ordered his Secretary of State, James F Byrnes, to tell Panama that US troops 

would “get out of Panama immediately” (note – the Republic, there being no intention to 

quit the Canal Zone).  The Panamanian Foreign Minister at the time was Ricardo J Alfaro, 

who had been the principal negotiator of the 1936 Treaty which had abrogated America's 

right to acquire land in Panama.  

 

On 6 November 1945, Foreign Minister Alfaro gave it as his opinion that the bases held 

under the 1942 Agreement must be evacuated by 1 September 1946, that is, 1 year after 

the Japanese capitulation.  The Agreement itself had stated in Article I that evacuation 

was to take place “one year after the date on which the definitive treaty which brings 

about the end of the present war shall have entered into effect”, and Alfaro's 

interpretation of the Article was broad, defining “treaty” as “whatever pact, agreement, 

act or instrument entered into by the belligerent countries in accordance with which there 

is definitely terminated the hostilities inherent in the state of war”, in other words, the act 



of unconditional surrender signed by the Japanese aboard the USS Missouri on 2 

September 194589. 

 

However, Byrnes did not follow Truman’s orders. He did accept advice that there were, in 

fact, no airfields in Panama suitable either for modern heavy bombers or jet fighters. 

Interestingly, despite nationalist fervour, Provisional President Jimenez90 told a State 

Department representative that Panama would like to retain the Army bases for economic 

reasons, and that if US troops were confined to the Canal Zone then Panamanian 

merchants would complain bitterly at the loss of business. 

 

Meanwhile, in July 1947, a dispute arose between Egypt and Britain over the Suez Canal.  

Egypt complained to the UN that British troops were stationed on its territory against its 

will, and when the issue came before the UN Security Council in August the Egyptians 

claimed that the restrictions placed on their sovereignty by the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 

1936 had not been intended to continue after the end of World War 2, the contingency 

for which the treaty had been drafted.  The parallels with the situation in Panama were 

obvious91. 
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Strategic Studies), 2008 
90  See the separate Annex on the process and unrest that led to the 1946 Constitution. 
91  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 



 

 

In December 1947, the US Ambassador Hines and the Panamanian Foreign Minister Filós 

signed an agreement that would have allowed the US to retain a number of its sites92, 

leased for a further 10 years.  A joint statement of the 2 governments on 12 September 

had announced that defence sites problems would be resolved by "friendly 

negotiations”93.  On 9 December, the previous Foreign Minister had resigned in protest 

against his government's agreeing to consider extending the leases on 13 bases, the most 

important ones, which were then occupied by the US. President Jiménez then convened 

an extraordinary session of the National Assembly to discuss and presumably ratify the 

agreement. 

 

 
92  Taboga and Taboguilla Islands, Jaqué, Rio Hato, San Blas Islands, Las Margaritas, Pocrí, Isla del Rey, Isla 
Grande, Punta Mala, San José and Salud: https://www.panamaviejaescuela.com/rechazo-convenio-filos-
hines/  
93  https://archive.org/details/untoldstoryofpan012635mbp  
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However, as we shall see, the US attempts to obtain an agreement came to nought, and 

the Filós-Hines Agreement that had been negotiated was rejected94.  The National 

Assembly (admittedly pressured by an angry mob) rejected the proposals – and all US 

bases outside the Canal Zone would be vacated.  Protestors, including students, had 

assembled and marched through Panama City expressing opposition to the agreement, 

with tear gas and bullets eventually being employed against them by the National Police.  

The protest continued whilst the Assembly continued to meet and, 12 days the agreement 

had been signed, on 22 December 1947, the National Assembly rejected the draft 

agreement, and a day later the evacuation of the sites involved began.  All permanent US 

forces at sites outside the Canal Zone were withdrawn, and all those sites returned to 

Panama. 

 

The Commanding General, General Crittenberger, singled out Panamanian communists for 

the events that led to rejection of the Treaty.  The new US Ambassador, Monnett B Davis, 

said that he thought the US proposal to reduce the number of “essential” bases from 36 

to 13 had undermined the US contention that the bases involved were vital for the 

defence of the Canal and had weakened Panamanian confidence in the legitimacy of the 

statement that there was a need for the bases95. 

 

The former Panamanian foreign minister and the chairman of the US Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee both blamed the State Department, with the latter saying that he 

was at a loss to understand why the Department had placed itself in the position of 

pushing an agreement to be totally dismissed by the Panamanian National Assembly.  He 

also contended that it was a blow to pan-American solidarity when one of the smallest 

 
94  Ricardo J Alfaro, who had been principal negotiator of the 1936 Treaty which had abrogated the US right 
to land in Panama, had previously been foreign minister, but had resigned in protest over the terms of the 
draft agreement. 
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members of 'the family' of American republics refused to grant facilities for hemisphere 

protection96. 

 

Meanwhile, the protests and disquiet involving the bases plan and the Filós-Hines Treaty 

contributed to the political unrest in violence in Panama in the 1940s, and which are 

touched upon in the Annex concerned with the 1946 Constitution. 

 

Incidentally, Article 231 of the 1946 Constitution said that “No foreign Government or 

foreign official or semi-official entity or institution may acquire ownership over any part of 

the national territory”.97 

 

NAVY PLANS FOR THE CANAL 

 

In November 1946, the Navy referred the question of the size of the locks, and any 

expansion, to the advisory General Board98.  The General Board effectively ended the idea 

of a sea-level canal, which concept had been undermined anyway by studies that showed 

that the effects of a nuclear explosion on even a sea-level canal, particularly in terms of 

continuing fallout contamination, offered no real advantage over the existing canal system 

which, once modernised, would suit the requirements of the Navy perfectly well99.100 

 

Disregarding the ideas of Captain Miles P DuVal (see above), the Secretary of the Navy 

announced that he would prefer locks with a width of 200-feet, being big enough to 

 
96  Ibid. 
97  https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2081&context=ils  
98  Abolished in 1951, the General Board was an advisory body originally established in 1900, and composed 
of senior admirals who, without operational responsibilities and nearing the end of their careers, were relied 
on to provide expert, but dispassionate advice. 
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accommodate even the largest ships being contemplated.  If, however, the necessary 

costs were found to be exorbitant, then the Navy would have to be content with the 

existing system.  No mention was made by him of the sea-level concept, which then 

appeared to have been totally dismissed101. 

 

However, only 4 days later the preliminary report of the advisory committee formed in 

October 1946 said that a sea-level canal would be a less attractive target for an enemy, 

was inherently more secure, required less equipment and would be easier to defend. 

 

The sea-level concept was further boosted in the following months as it became clear that 

the required additional funds would not be available for defences of the Canal (which had 

been considered necessary if the existing lock system Canal was to remain in use)102.  

Furthermore, the containment of the USSR in Europe and the Mediterranean meant that 

the lion’s share of any available funds would, of necessity, be spent there. 

 

In June 1947, the report from Governor Mehaffey was received.  He opted unequivocally 

for a sea-level canal (despite it being the most expensive option103).  Mehaffey said that it 

offered the necessary security and that America's strategic plans must be based on “a 

dependable canal during war”104. 

 

One of Mehaffey’s points was, to avoid another Pearl Harbor, the Navy should be both 

widely dispersed, yet able to concentrate quickly, and he opined that the Canal would 

 
101  Ibid. 
102  As the Republicans controlled both houses of Congress and were opposed to Truman’s spending plans.  
In September 1947, Secretary of State George Marshall told Provisional President Jiminez that an economy-
minded US Congress would not grant funds for short leases, although he seemed to change his mind shortly 
afterwards. 
103  $2.483 billion – compared to $2.308 for modernised lock canal and $1.632 billion for DuVal’s Pacific lake 
concept. 
104  Wasting Asset: The U.S. Re-Assessment of the Panama Canal, 1945-1949 by John Major (Journal of 
Strategic Studies), 2008 



facilitate this.  He contended that the creation of a two-ocean navy had not removed the 

need for the Canal in Naval planning. 

 

The Navy referred the Mehaffey report to its General Board, and posed 3 preliminary 

questions – 

1. How vital is the Canal to the US in a war with the USSR105? 

2. How liable is the Canal to attack in the event of war? 

3. On the basis of answers to the above questions, how much is 

considerably0increased resistance to long-term closure worth to the US in dollars? 

 

The General Board hearings took place in September 1947.  Views expressed included that 

the Soviet Navy was insignificant in comparison to the US Navy, rounding Cape Horn was 

not the formidable task it once was, and the money required for the sea-level canal 

project would be better spent on missile research and development106.  Doubts were also 

raised as to claims for a sea-level canal’s ability to survive or recover from an A-bomb 

attack107.  However, the majority of admirals giving evidence favoured the sea-level canal 

concept, with one point being made that the USSR would likely prefer to target US ports 

and leave the Canal to wither on the vine.108 

 

It was pointed out that, regardless of the requirements of naval warships, the Canal 

remained crucial as a link in US supply lines, and one admiral predicted that in a future 

 
105  Referred to as “Russia” in the referral. 
106  This latter view was not surprising, as having put forward by Rear Admiral Dan V. Gallery, head of the 
Navy's missile programme. 
107  Incidentally, at the time the USSR was busy adapting interned US B-29 bombers, reverse-engineering 
them to become its Tupolev Tu 4 “Bull”, which was only introduced in 1949 and would remain its standard 
long-range bomber into at least late-1950s.  Whether it could have mounted an attack on the Canal from 
Soviet bases in Europe, given the distances involves, may be open to doubt, although (as with concerns over 
German plans pre-war), any operation could have been mounted from another, closer country.  Indeed, one 
admiral told the General Board that, pending Soviet acquisition of the A-Bomb and the means to deliver it, 
the current threats against the Canal were estimated to be 'from missiles fired from submarines 
approaching by stealth or from a surreptitious air attack from South America”. 
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war fought in the Atlantic and Mediterranean, as much shipping would flow through the 

canal as had done in World War 2.  This, of course, meant that any closure, albeit 

temporary, would be crucial, and given that, one witness said that it would be best to 

have logistics plans predicated on there being no Canal at all. 

 

On 26 September, the General Board reported its findings, and these were soon accepted 

and endorsed by a committee of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in comments on the Mehaffey 

report.  It said that “At some unpredictable future time”, missiles with nuclear warheads 

would be developed, “at which time the strategic importance of an isthmian canal will 

diminish, but that meanwhile the Canal remained essential, to provide the Navy with 

more flexibility and to handle the industrial goods passing from coast to coast within the 

US109. 110 

 

Of course, if a new sea-level canal was built this would need the original 1903 Treaty to be 

renegotiated (given the experience of negotiations just of existing and future bases this 

was not necessarily an enviable proposition), and would result in the likely destruction of 

both the existing Canal and the trans-isthmus railway in the process. 

 

The rejection of the Filós-Hines Agreement for US bases outside the Canal Zone, and the 

subsequent withdrawal of US forces from sites in the Republic, also meant the end of the 

plans for a sea-level canal.  This was despite the War Department having asserted that a 

sea-level canal would not need the defence sites outside the Canal Zone. 

 

It appeared accepted that, as suggested above, since Panama had raised so many 

difficulties over the bases in the Republic, was there any reason to suppose it would not 

 
109  It was noted that the alternative to a sea-level canal, that of expanding the capacity of the US 
transcontinental railways would be 2 or 3 times more expensive. 
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be at least as exacting in the negotiations which must accompany the modification of the 

existing waterway or the building of a new one? 

 

In March 1949, the Joint Chiefs of Staff planners revised their 1948 paper, saying that that 

the restrictions imposed by narrow lock dimensions were no longer enough to justify large 

appropriations for widening, and that the cost of any modernisation programme was likely 

to be high. 

 

In May 1949, a State Department diplomat, William Tapley Bennet Jr, reviewed the issue 

of a possible new treaty to facilitate a sea-level canal, with pessimistic conclusions.  With 

any project requiring even greater access to territory in Panama, he concluded that it was 

“extremely unlikely that we would be able to obtain in any new area rights and privileges 

of the scope that we now enjoy in the Canal Zone”. 

 

Even Captain DuVal conceded in June 1949 that the security of the US did not depend on 

an impregnable trans-isthmian canal; on the contrary, the security of the Canal hinged on 

US military and industrial might. 

 

AFTERWARDS 

 

Despite the Army’s earlier positions, following the withdrawal from the bases outside the 

Canal Zone, it appeared that, in fact, the military establishment was far from displeased by 

the turn of events.  The Department of the Army was reported to feel “no dissatisfaction 

over the evacuation”, and the Army's Plans and Operations Division stated that the US Air 

Force was interested only in acquiring certain sites for radar stations, the right (at no cost) 

to use Rio Hato for transit and technical stops, and the right to keep small bodies of troops 

there and elsewhere - all considerably less than had been demanded in the 1947 

negotiations111. 

 
111  Ibid. 



 

In February 1948, the Secretary of the Army told Secretary of State Marshall that the 

rejection of the agreement was “probably a blessing in disguise”, and that the defence of 

the Zone was better done using advance bases (such as on the Galapagos Islands112) and 

in South America, and that the air defences of the Zone was effectively moving into the 

Caribbean. 

 

In Summer 1948, planners at the Joint Chiefs of Staff opined that, if bases were needed in 

an emergency, they could be obtained without much difficulty and, though long-term 

rights were desirable, there was no need to press for them at the present time.  The fact 

that these comments could be written at the same time as the Soviet blockade of West 

Berlin is said to be a measure of US confidence over Canal security in spite of the lack of 

bases in Panama. 

 

In an echo of pre-war concerns, the planners did recommend that searches of all Russian 

and East European merchant ships passing through the Canal would be necessary, to 

guard against the possibility of sabotage of the locks. 

 

In October 1948, the new Panamanian President Diaz suggested that he would welcome a 

deal for US bases in the Republic in order to help the economy113, as it was in some 

difficulty, in part because of the withdrawals.  However, the Secretary of the Army 

indicated indifference when he referred the question back to the State Department.  By 

then, Panama had even been dropped from the latest version of the global airbases plan.  

The new Department of Defense returned a similarly non-committal response in the 

following year, and the State Department concluded that there was no point in pursuing 

the matter.   

 
112  Though this location was also to be lost to the US forces. 
113  In January 1948, a former editor of the Panama American, had written that the Panamanians had “killed 
the goose that has laid the only golden eggs dropped on the Isthmus in half a century bitten their economic 
nose off to vent their spite against the Gringos”. 



 

An article in the New York Times in March 1949 reported that for the Navy, the main 

importance of the Canal was now logistic, and that “the strategic accent today must be on 

the Antilles and the Eastern Caribbean, rather than on Panama and the Western 

Caribbean”.  As for the Army, it was said that it saw Panama largely as “a good listening 

post and intelligence centre for much of Latin America”, and claimed that it did not greatly 

feel the loss of the Panama bases114. 

 

It has been said that the years 1945 to 1949 marked a decisive transitional phase in the 

history of the Panama Canal.  Up to World War 2, the Canal had been the fulcrum of a US 

strategy and 2 chief areas of concern for the US had been Latin America and the Pacific.  

The war and its aftermath had seen a shift in the centre of gravity of US strategy, towards 

to Europe and the seas around it, firstly to check the Germans and then to counter the 

new threat from the USSR and the inability of Britain and France to counteract it 

unaided115.  

 

At the same time, technological developments had overtaken the Canal and reduced its 

value.  The Navy’s carriers, too large to transit, long-range missiles and nuclear weapons 

all played their part. 

 

The challenge of Panamanian nationalism, as well as the trend to decolonisation (which 

the US had itself encouraged, at least in the case of British and French possessions), also 

played a part.  Despite having withdrawn from the bases in the Republic, the presence of 

the Canal Zone, operating as a de facto US “colony” remained a trigger for continuing 

unrest and protests that continued at least until the Torrijos-Carter Treaties in 1977116 
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that provided for the transfer of the Canal to Panama and the final and total withdrawal of 

US forces from Panama. 

 

Not only the mere presence of the Canal, but also the attitude of the Zonians themselves 

(with the discrimination that continued to be the rule) contributed to the tensions, as did 

the general ferment, often left-wing, throughout Latin America from the 1950s (albeit 

often resulted from right-wing governments backed, for reasons of the Cold War, by the 

US). 

 

On the other hand, between 1945 and 1960, the US was to grant Panama aid worth $40 

million, in the form of technical aid, and appropriations for sanitation, voluntary relief, as 

well as for two-thirds of the costs of the Inter-American Highway.117 

 

  

The Advocate, Tasmania, 20 November 1934 
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THE POSTWAR US FORCES UNIFIED COMMAND PLAN SYSTEM  

AND ITS EFFECTS ON PANAMA 

 

The following is based on extracts from the History of the Unified Command Plan 1946–

2012 by various (Joint History Office, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

Washington, DC), 2013: 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/History/Institutional/Command_Plan.pdf  

 

Following the experience of global warfare in World War 2, the US armed services 

recognised the importance of unity of military effort achieved through the unified 

command of US forces.  Faced with the need to establish unified command of US military 

forces in peacetime, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in 1946 created an organisational 

directive, the “Outline Command Plan,” which was the first in a series of documents 

known as Unified Command Plans.  Approved by the President, the Unified Command Plan 

prescribed high-level command arrangements for operational forces on a global basis; its 

structure and the organisational philosophies that structure represents have had a major 

impact on US military operations in the postwar era. 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/History/Institutional/Command_Plan.pdf


 

Unified command over US operational forces was adopted during World War 2.  It was a 

natural extension of the system of combined (US-British) command set up during the war 

by the Combined Chiefs of Staff. Unified command called for a single commander, 

responsible to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, assisted by a joint staff, and exercising command 

over all the units of his assigned force, regardless of Service.  The system was generally 

applied during World War 2 in the conduct of individual operations and within geographic 

theatre commands. 

 

Even before the war ended, the Joint Chiefs of Staff envisioned retention of the unified 

command system in peacetime.  For example, they agreed that when General 

Eisenhower’s combined headquarters (Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force 

or SHAEF) was dissolved, he would then become the commander of all US forces in 

Europe.  

 

After considerable discussion, a compromise emerged as part of a comprehensive 

worldwide system of unified command for US forces under JCS control.  The resulting 

“Outline Command Plan,” which was in effect the first Unified Command Plan, and was 

approved by President Truman on 14 December 1946.  It called for the eventual 

establishment, as an “interim measure for the immediate postwar period,” of 7 unified 

commands.  These commands, areas of responsibility, and missions may be exemplified by 

the Caribbean Command based in Panama.  

 

In 1947, the Army’s Panama Canal Department was deactivated and replaced by the new 

US Army Caribbean (USARCARIB), while retaining its headquarters in the Canal Zone.  The 

Army, Navy and USAF components in Panama had been reorganised under the overall, 

forces-wide Caribbean Command118 and acquired other responsibilities in Latin America. 

 

 
118  Which was to become US Southern Command in 1963. 



Caribbean Command was responsible for US forces in Panama and the Antilles. CINCARIB 

(Commander-in-Chief, Caribbean) would defend the US against attack through his area; 

defend sea and air communications (with the Chief of naval Operations, or CNO, 

coordinating between CINCARIB and CINCLANTFLT – the Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic 

Fleet); secure the Panama Canal and US bases in Panama and the Caribbean; and would 

plan and prepare for a general emergency; and support CINCLANTFLT. 

 

The original UCP for the Atlantic, CINCLANT (Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic) would have 

set up a purely naval command under JCS direction (CINCLANTFLT).  On 5 August 1947, the 

CNO recommended instead that CINCLANTFLT be established as a fully unified 

commander under the broader title of Commander in Chief, Atlantic (CINCLANT), and with 

its mission being “to conduct operations in the Atlantic”, instead of the narrower 

phraseology used in the UCP: “to control the sea and secure the airways through the 

Atlantic”.   

 

Also, the relations between the Atlantic and Caribbean Commands required clarification, 

in the CNO’s view.  Finally, the CNO recommended that the JCS assume direction of US 

Naval Forces, Eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean (NAVEASTLANTMED, formerly US Naval 

Forces Europe, or USNAVEUR).  The Army and USAAF members on the JCS considered it 

“neither necessary nor desirable” to broaden the status and mission of CINCLANTFLT as 

the CNO desired or to give CINCLANTFLT command over ground and air forces.  The JCS 

postponed action on this matter while they dealt with less controversial aspects of unified 

command.  

 

On 1 November 1947, CINCARIB and CINCLANTFLT were activated, and 

CINCNAVEASTLANTMED (shortened in May 1948 to CINCNELM – Commander-in-Chief, 

East Atlantic and Mediterranean) was placed under JCS direction. The Chief of Staff of the 

Army (CSA) became executive agent for CINCARIB and the CNO for the others.  CINCARIB 

assumed command of all US forces in the Caribbean Islands and the Panama area except 



for certain fleet units and facilities that were placed under operational control of 

CINCLANTFLT.  A few days later, the CNO renewed his suggestion for the establishment of 

a unified Atlantic Command.  This time colleagues withdrew their objections, and on 1 

December 1947, the Atlantic Command (LANTCOM) was created under the Commander in 

Chief, Atlantic (CINCLANT).   

 

By the end of 1947, action had been taken on all but one of the 7 commands envisioned in 

the original UCP.  Meanwhile the National Security Act of 1947 had been passed by 

Congress and signed by the President; it gave the JCS a legal basis for existence and 

affirmed their responsibility for establishing unified commands in “strategic areas,” 

“subject to the authority and direction of the President and the Secretary of Defense”. 

 

In 1950, following a review of missions and deployments of US forces, the JCS approved 

several changes to the basic UCP on 16 February 1950.  There were major changes, and 

adjustments were made to areas of responsibilities affecting CINCARIB, CINCLANT and, to 

a lesser extent, CINCPAC (Commander-in-Chief, Pacific), were ordered by the JCS in the 

early 1950s.   

 

In changes to the UCP suggested by the CNO and approved by the JCS on 18 July 1950, 

CINCLANT was given the missions of protecting sea communications in the Caribbean, to 

include anti-submarine warfare (ASW) operations and the control, routing, and protection 

of shipping.  The Commander, Caribbean Sea Frontier (COMCARIBSEAFRON), would 

perform these missions for CINCLANT.  Additionally, CINCLANT was charged with 

furnishing CINCARIB with sealift in an emergency.  CINCARIB’s mission was modified 

accordingly.  He was also directed to coordinate with British, Venezuelan, and Dutch 

authorities in protecting oil fields in Venezuela, Trinidad, and Curacao.  

 

The JCS made CINCLANT responsible for protection of the Pacific Ocean approaches to the 

Panama Canal and made it clear that COMCARIBSEAFRON was directly responsible to 



CINCLANT for protection of sea communications in the Caribbean and the Pacific 

approaches.  However, in early 1951, protection of the Pacific approaches to the Panama 

Canal was reassigned from CINCLANT to CINCPAC. 

 

Much later, in 1978, the issue of air defence of the Panama Canal surfaced.  By then the 

US had agreed to relinquish to Panama in the year 2000 all control over the Canal and the 

Canal Zone.  Meanwhile, USCINCSO (Commander-in-Chief, Southern Command) was to 

defend that area with a modest force that included the 193rd Infantry Brigade, the 450-

man US Naval Station, and a handful of A-7 Corsair II close air support fighters from the 

USAF Southern Division.  While such forces might suffice to protect the Canal from 

sabotage or land attack by a neighbouring state, USSOUTHCOM (US Southern Command) 

forces could not prevent a major air attack by Cuba.  In 1978, the Soviet Union provided 

Cuba with several MiG 23 Floggers, fighter-bombers with an effective radius of 615 

nautical miles (1,139 km).  Alarmed, USCINCSO wrote to the JCS requesting 6 F-4 

Phantoms to provide his command with the capability to shoot down at sea any Floggers 

attempting to mount an attack on the Canal.  Under the UCP, air defence of the Caribbean 

air approaches to the Canal were the responsibility of CINCLANT.  In the event of air 

attack, the UCP specified that CINCLANT and USCINCSO were to coordinate their air assets 

in a joint defence: with Atlantic Command (LANTCOM) aircraft intercepting attackers at 

sea and USSOUTHCOM finishing off any attackers that managed to reach the Canal Zone.   

 

Arguing that shared command arrangements led to ambiguity and delay, USCINCSO 

requested that he alone be tasked with defending the Canal.  In his opinion, augmentation 

or replacement of A-7 Corsairs with the higher performance F-4 Phantoms would enable 

his command to assume such responsibility.  While the USAF supported USCINCSO 

recommendations, the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs 

(ASD/ISA) did not.  He feared that placement of the Phantoms in USSOUTHCOM would 

convey the unintended impression that the US was trying to intimidate Panama or other 

Caribbean states.  The Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) made a convincing case against 



the USCINCSO proposal.  When fully armed with 500 kg bombs and external fuel tanks, the 

Floggers could only fly 615 nautical miles (1,139 km) – but their anticipated target would 

be 676 nautical miles  (1,252 km) away.  Moreover, DIA concluded that neither the Soviet 

Union nor Cuba wished a confrontation with the US in the Caribbean at that time.  For the 

reasons cited by DIA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff decided by 15 December 1978 to reject 

USCINCSO’s proposal. Although USCINCSO lost his bid in late 1978 for full responsibility for 

air defence of the Panama Canal, he worked out a satisfactory compromise solution with 

CINCLANT in August 1979.  At a conference the 2 men agreed that the commander with 

ground responsibility for the Canal, USCINCSO, should also assume its air defence.  Hence, 

they reached an understanding that USCINCSO should have full-time responsibility for air 

defence of the Canal within a 50-mile (80.5 km) radius and temporary responsibility for 

the area outside the circle until relieved of the latter by a carrier battle group from 

LANTCOM. 

 

THE CURRENT US ARMY SOUTH DERIVES ITS HERITAGE  

FROM PRESENCE IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

The later (and current) US Army South derives its heritage from the Panama Canal – 

 

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 Sixth Army was activated in January 1943.  It was also involved in operations in 

Rabaul, New Britain and in New Guinea.  Units of the Sixth Army were later deployed at 

Leyte and Luzon in the Philippines, and its troops were earmarked for use in the invasion 



of Japan.  After occupation of Japan, it later returned to the US, with headquarters at the 

Presidio in San Francisco and took on a training role until deactivated in June 1995. 

 

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. 

 



  

USS Ranger transiting the Gatún 

Locks of the Panama Canal, 12 Oct 

1945  

(US Navy National Museum of 

Naval Aviation) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now a remnant of a bygone 
era, and sadly neglected, the 
impressive Army/Navy YMCA 
building in balboa in 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The YMCA in better days 

 



  

 

 

 

Some attempt to 
commemorate the 
history of the Canal 
Zone is made 
through these signs, 
erected by the 
Fulbright Panama 
project, and 
identifying many 
buildings and sites 
of importance 
relating to the 
Canal Zone and the 
military.   

This one in the heart 
of the Balboa 
district of Panama 
City, which was the 
“capital” of the 
Canal Zone. 

 



 

Canal Zone-era building still looking good and in use in 2022 as the TARV Clinic at the Health Center of El 
Chorrillo 

 


