
Chapter 53 

THE U-BOAT WAR 

 

 

Acacia was a US Coast Guard buoy tender built in 1919 as an Army mine planter vessel.  It became a Coast 
Guard cutter in July 1939 when President Roosevelt merged the Lighthouse Service with the Coast Guard.  

She was sunk by gunfire from U-161 in March 1942 150 miles (241 km) south of Port-au-Prince, Haiti1 

 

See Annex 2 for information from a website which lists the 82 Panamanian ships shown as 

being losses due to U-boats during World War 2 – it details 78 ships being sunk (a total of 

416,682 tons) and 4 damaged (38,456 tons).2  

 

See also Chapter 15 on the loss of the patrol gunboat USS Erie in 1942, and Chapter 14 on 

the loss of the submarine USS Dorado, which may have been a “friendly fire” loss, or a 

victim of a mine laid by a U-boat in 1943. 

 
1https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprin
t=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user  
2  https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php  

https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user
https://www.cgaalumni.org/show_module_fw2.aspx?sid=1043&gid=1&control_id=8872&nologo=1&cvprint=1&page_id=4145&crid=0&viewas=user
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/search.php


 

Even while neutral, at least 7 Panama-flag vessels had been sunk before Pearl Harbor3, all 

in the North or South Atlantic. 

 

As explained in Chapter 3, on 18 October 1939, President Roosevelt issued a Proclamation 

which banned all submarines of the belligerent countries from the ports and territorial 

waters of the US, and the Canal Zone, unless forced to do so by force majeure.4 

 

Despite the considerable threat from U-Boats in the Caribbean, and the significant effort 

put into patrol activities in what was termed the Panama Sea Frontier5. to detect and 

deter them, the direct impact on the Canal and its operations from U-Boats was relatively 

minimal6. 

  A Type IX U-boat7 

 
 

Until June 1942, U-Boats had 

only entered the outer 

reaches of the Panama Sea 

Frontier.  Then the SS 

Merimack, carrying supplies to 

the isthmus, was torpedoed 

about 60 miles (96.5 km) off 

Couzimel Island - a mostly 

undeveloped Mexican island off the Yucatan Peninsula.  This was followed by the loss of 2 

more merchant vessels near Swan Island off Honduras, and 3 more near the Colombian 

 
3  http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html  
4  https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/proclamation-2371-restricting-the-use-territorial-waters-
the-united-states-foreign  
5  Based at Balboa and responsible for the defence of the Pacific and Atlantic approaches to the Canal and 
for naval shore facilities in the Central America region during the war. 
6  For information on shipping and U-boat losses in the Caribbean 1941-45: 
https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm 
7  http://dubm.de/en/type-ix/  

http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/proclamation-2371-restricting-the-use-territorial-waters-the-united-states-foreign
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/proclamation-2371-restricting-the-use-territorial-waters-the-united-states-foreign
https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm
http://dubm.de/en/type-ix/


islands of Old Providence and St Andrews.  A further vessel was sunk some 85 miles (136 

km) from Colón on the Atlantic end of the Canal.   

 

At the time of the June 1942 attacks, a gunboat8 was the only active escort vessel 

available in the Panama Sea Frontier area.  There were 4 destroyers engaged in offshore 

patrol but these lacked radar and did not detect any U-Boats.   

 

“Although the Panama Canal area was heavily fortified in the years prior to the start of the 

war, aircraft stationed there consisted mostly of fighters. Americans considered that the 

major threat to the canal was an air attack by bombers from a Japanese aircraft carrier, or 

Luftwaffe bombers operating from primitive fields in a sympathetic South American 

country.  These fighters were effectively useless against U-boats, allowing them to operate 

successfully against the almost 8 million tons of shipping that passed through the canal 

each year destined for England” 

The U-Boat War in the Caribbean: Opportunities Lost by Karl M Hasslinger, Commander 9. 

 

On 22 December 1941, the Panama Air Task Force was created under the supervision of 

the Caribbean Defense Command for anti-submarine patrol work.  However, shortages in 

the number of available aircraft (long-range B-24 Liberators had been requested) made it 

clear that the well-designed plans that had been created for the defence of the command 

before the war did not stand a reasonable likelihood of being implemented10.   

 

In January 1942, a much more modest plan based on available equipment was submitted.  

These revised plans included patrols in the Pacific at a distance of only 600 miles (965 km) 

 
8  USS Erie. 
9  The U-Boat War in the Caribbean: Opportunities Lost by Karl M Hasslinger, Commander, US Navy (a paper 
submitted to the Faculty of the Naval War College in partial satisfaction of the requirements of the 
Department of Operations) 1996: http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html  
10  As mentioned elsewhere in respect of the submarine operations from Coco Solo, the principal use of 
those craft was to underline how inadequate air patrols in the region were. 

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html


from Talara in north-western Peru to the Galapagos Islands and back using B-17 bombers 

based in Talara and B-17 from Guatemala11. 

 

  

https://www.tripsavvy.com/maps-of-the-caribbean-sea-and-islands-1487724 

 

There followed what became known as the “Battle of the Caribbean”12.  By the end of 

February 1942, enemy submarine activity in the Caribbean had grown to the point that 

10% of shallow draft tankers operating out of Maracaibo, Venezuela to Aruba had been 

sunk13.  From March to June 1942, 173 ships were sunk in the Caribbean by U-boats with 

the rate increasing until August 1942.   Axis U-boat activity was highest in the Trinidad 

sector, making this the weak link in the “steel ring” of protection around the Canal. 

 

 
11  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
At 1032 hours on 23 February, U-502 hit the unescorted Thalia with 1 torpedo after a spread of 2 torpedoes 
had missed at 0937 hours. The tanker did not sink after being hit by 2 coups de grâce at 1044 and 1104 
hours, so the U-boat shelled the ship from 1154 until 1233 hours in 7 approaches with 103 rounds and left 
the area after Thalia sank about 80 miles from Aruba at 1336 hours. 
12  Or Operational Neuland as the Germans knew it. 
13  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 

https://www.tripsavvy.com/maps-of-the-caribbean-sea-and-islands-1487724
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd


2 merchant vessels were sunk near the Canal in June 1942, by which time there were 4 U-

Boats active in the immediate area.  As a result, the US Navy ordered the port of Cristobal 

(at the Atlantic end of the Canal and in the district of Colon) closed to outbound traffic and 

organised a “hunter-killer” group consisting of 2 destroyers, 3 MTB14 and PBY Catalina 

patrol flying-boats.  This group pursued a U-Boat spotted by an US Army bomber off 

Colon, but found nothing.  At the same time, additional PBY and Army bombers were 

made available for use on the Caribbean side of the Canal, and an escorted convoy of 

transports en route for the Pacific passed through the Canal shortly after. 

 

The Panama-flagged “Thalia” was sunk 
by U-502 on 23 February 1942, while 
on a voyage between New York – 
Hampton Roads – Aruba.  Just 1 sailor 
was lost.15 
 

 

 

 

 

However, a British tanker bringing fuel to Cristobal was then sunk by 2 U-Boats within 75 

miles of the port, followed by 2 more vessels sunk off Santa Marta, Colombia and a 

schooner sailing ship off the 

Colombian coast.  Shortly after, a U-

Boat entered Port Limon, Costa Rica 

and sank a merchant ship in the 

harbour16. 

 

US Navy Consolidated PBY-3 Catalina from 
Patrol Squadron VP-5 in flight.  Note the 
"Wings over Panama" insignia on its nose 

 
14  Motor torpedo boats (or “PT Boats” in US Navy parlance). 
15  https://war2war.wordpress.com/2018/03/18/panama-during-ww2/ 
16  The U-Boat involved, U-161, was lost with all hands off Bahia, Brazil 3 months later, after an attack by a 
US Navy patrol bomber. 

https://war2war.wordpress.com/2018/03/18/panama-during-ww2/


 

 

 

 

 

This brief outbreak of near-direct attacks affecting the Canal - although involving no more 

than 5 U-Boats but seeing on average a ship a day sunk over a 2-week period - resulted in 

further, additional defences being implemented on the Caribbean coast.  These included 

anti-submarine nets at Port Limon in Costa Rica, increased air patrols (including with 

radar-equipped PBY), and convoys being organised for shipping between the Canal and 

Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 

 

The improvements probably contributed to the first U-Boat “kill” for the Panama Sea 

Frontier sector.  An abortive attack on a US net tender resulted in a patrol boat and PBY 

being despatched to carry out a search, with Army aircraft (fighters and a B-18 bomber) 

and a further PBY joining the following day.  On the next day, the patrol boat spotted an 

oil slick and it and the searching aircraft 

used all their depth charges at the site.  

A destroyer, USS Lansdowne (DD-486) 

detached from a convoy, then arrived, 

detected the U-Boat and attacked.  The 

U-Boat was sunk17. 

 

Article from the Nelson Evening Mail in New 
Zealand, 4 August 194218 

 

 

 
17  U-153, there were no survivors. 
18  https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NEM19420804.2.39  

https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NEM19420804.2.39


In August 1942, aircraft from the US Army, US Navy and the RAF made 18 attacks on U-

Boats in the Caribbean and, on 22 August, a B-18 bomber sank a U-Boat off Colon19. 

 

 

 

U-153, sunk by USS Lansdowne off the 
Canal Zone on 13 July 1942 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

However, the bombers of the VI Bomber Command based in Panama only achieved a 

single U-boat sinking, and even this was not confirmed at the time.  On 22 August 1942, a 

B-18 of 45th Bombardment Squadron caught U-654 about 150 miles (241 km) north of 

Colón at conning tower depth and attacked.  Joined by 5 other B-18 from the squadron, 

they altogether dropped a total of 48 depth charges.  However, the loss of the U-boat 

(with all 44 crew) was not confirmed until postwar.  The Command’s squadrons claimed 3 

other U-boats by aircraft based elsewhere in the region.20.   

 

 
19  U-654, once again there were no survivors. 
20  http://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/submarine.htm  

http://warfare.gq/PlanesAndPilotsOfWW2/panama/submarine.htm


 A B-18 Bolo bomber at Aguadulce Field in 
Panama 

 

 

On 21 August 1942, a “friendly 

fire” incident occurred at Balboa, 

when the S-17, an old, World War 

I-vintage submarine surfaced in the 

outer harbour but failed to display 

the necessary recognition colours 

required in unrestricted waters.  

The commanding officer of the 45th Bombardment Squadron dropped 4 bombs which 

straddled the submarine causing damage that took 7 days of repair work to fix.  A 

subsequent investigation cited the submarine for carelessness, and the USAAF personnel 

for being “over-eager” in attacking the submarine too fast without allowing it time to 

recognise their mistake and fly the correct colours21. 

 

In October 1942, for the first time in 6 months, there were no losses to U-Boats in the Gulf 

of Mexico and Panama Sea Frontier areas22.  In fact, after January 1943, U-Boats were 

never again a major threat in the Caribbean.  Attacks continued, and losses continued, but 

the Kreigsmarine23 regarded the Caribbean as a difficult or dangerous place to operate – 

its Submarine Command war diary noting the presence of strong to very strong air patrol, 

convoys and independent vessels protected by air and surface escorts, and day and night 

radar – combined with the stress caused by the heat, humid atmosphere and having to 

operate submerged for long periods to avoid detection.  In addition, possessing only 

primitive listening gear, U-boats had to acquire their targets by sight via lookouts on the 

surface, or by the much more limited view through a periscope when submerged24.  It 

 
21  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
22  However, in November, losses to U-Boats rose in the Trinidad area 
23  The name of the German navy at the time. 
24  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html


should not have surprised the US that a majority of U-boat attacks were at the entrances 

to major oil ports, island passages and nearing the Canal25.  

 

Nevertheless, the Germans tried once more and, in October 1943, a minelaying U-Boat 

laid mines within 4 miles of the Colón breakwater.  These caused no damage, and most 

were swept within a month26. 

 

The weapon of the U-boat, a G7e torpedo 
fired by U-156 ended up on a beach in 
Aruba27 on February 16, 1942.  It later killed 
4 Dutch Marines who tried to disassemble it 
for study (Life Magazine March 2, 1942)28 

 

 

 

 

The minelaying having proved to have had little effect, in November the Kreigsmarine 

commander, Admiral Doenitz, ordered an attack by 3 U-Boats on shipping in the 

Caribbean.  Unfortunately, when the first U-Boat arrived in the Panama Sea Frontier area 

the sea defence forces were engaged in a tactical exercise with 2 transiting escort carriers 

in the Pacific. 

 

Alerted by a sighting near Curacao, ships and aircraft were used in an attempt to detect 

the U-boat.  However, it managed to reach the Canal area by hugging the north coast of 

South America and sank a small Panamanian freighter (with a US Navy armed guard 

aboard) 60 miles (96.5 km) off Cartegena, Colombia.  It then sank a small Colombian 

schooner off Cristobal in Panama, and then an unescorted US tanker at the same spot, 

followed by another unescorted ship, a Liberty ship, 75 miles (120 km) off the entrance to 

 
25  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html  
26  The U-Boat involved went on to laid off the Gulf of Paria, Venezuela, again with little or no effect. 
27  The 21-inch/53.3 cm diameter G7e carried a 300 kg warhead. 
28  Fired from U-156, it missed the Texaco tanker Arkansas, berthed at Eagle Pier (although a second hit the 
ship).  

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html


the Canal.  The U-Boat then escaped searching aircraft, while all unescorted shipping was 

stopped (and some convoys), with some convoys rerouted along the Mosquito Coast.   

 

Nevertheless, the U-Boat claimed another victim, off the Gulf of San Blas before leaving 

the area, low on fuel.  On its way home, the U-Boat managed to sink another unescorted 

US tanker 30 miles (48 km) off Aruba.  Once more, intense searches were launched for the 

submarine, with it evading or beating off aerial attacks.  Eventually, the U-Boat returned 

home safely29. 

 

In total, in 1942 U-Boats in the Caribbean sank 336 ships of over 1 million tons.  In 1943, 

losses fell to only 35 ships and 178,000 tons, and in 1944, only 3 ships of 15,000 tons were 

lost to U-Boats. 

 

In an ironic twist, one of 3 heavy lift cranes built in 1941 by Demag Cranes AG as 

Schwimmkran No. 1 for the Kreigsmarine for use in the Baltic Sea tending to U-Boats 

ended up in a maintenance role in the Canal Zone postwar30.  See below for more on what 

became known as “Herman the German”. 

 

There were Italian submarines assigned to the North Atlantic and the Caribbean.  5 such 

submarines patrolled the Atlantic side of the Lesser Antilles during the German’s 

Operation Neuland.  As with the relative ineffectiveness of Japanese submarines on the 

West Coast of the US (not to mention their non-appearance on the Pacific approaches to 

the Canal – despites the fears in that regard), the Italian submarine threat in the 

Caribbean was minimal.  They do not appear to have ventured anywhere near the Panama 

Sea Frontier. 

 

 
29  The U-516, it was eventually lost in the North Sea in 1945. 
30  https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-
german/  

https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-german/
https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-german/


The deployment of Italian submarines into the North Atlantic might have been seen as 

bolstering the German presence there.  However, the Kriegsmarine soon discovered that 

the Italian navy was “ill-suited in design, equipment, training, doctrine and temperament 

to the Atlantic campaign”.  To compensate for their early weaknesses, Italian submarines 

were sent further out to sea to act as eyes for the German wolf packs.  However, the 

Italian submarine force also struggled in this role. During October and November 1940, 

Dönitz wrote of his Italian allies that “not on one single occasion, did the Italians succeed 

in bringing their German allies into contact with the enemy.”31 

 

For a detailed breakdown of shipping losses in the Caribbean area between January 1942 

and July 1944, see Annex 1. 

 

ANOTHER VIEWPOINT ON THE BATTLE OF THE CARIBBEAN 

 

In January 1942, after the early successes of the U-boats against shipping off the East 

Coast of the USA in the Kreigsmarine’s Operation Drumbeat (“Paukensclag”), where 397 

Allied ships would be sunk in 6 months32, their commander, Admiral Dönitz, decided to 

send his boats against the vital supply line bauxite33 and oil for the US (and UK) – the 

Caribbean.   

 

Dönitz assigned 5 U-boats for Operation Neuland (“New Land”).  Their orders were - 

“Surprise, concentric attack on the traffic in the waters adjacent to the West Indies 

Islands. The core of the attack thus consists in the surprising and synchronised appearance 

at the main stations of Aruba a[nd] Curaçao”.   

 

 
31  https://militaryhistorynow.com/2020/09/23/the-sinking-of-the-faa-di-bruno-inside-italys-submarine-war-
in-the-north-atlantic/  
32  January-June 1942. 
33  Bauxite ore is the raw material from which aluminium is produced. 

https://militaryhistorynow.com/2020/09/23/the-sinking-of-the-faa-di-bruno-inside-italys-submarine-war-in-the-north-atlantic/
https://militaryhistorynow.com/2020/09/23/the-sinking-of-the-faa-di-bruno-inside-italys-submarine-war-in-the-north-atlantic/


They were to deploy their torpedoes first, and thereafter their deck guns (if land targets 

were in the offing).34.   

 

Operations began on 16 February 1942, with the primary targets to be the tankers and 

bauxite freighters as well as the oil refineries on the islands - note, with no mention of the 

Panama Canal.   

 

The Type IX35 boats made the long journey to the Caribbean using only 1 engine to save 

fuel, and could only spend 2-3 weeks on station there before having to return home36. 

 

For a time, the Allied oil supply was put in jeopardy. The roughly 95% of product for the 

East Coast of the US — 59 million gallons (223 million litres) per day — that came from the 

Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico by tanker shrank by at the end of 1941 by 25% as a 

result of the U-boat onslaught.  For the UK, Caribbean oil shipments declined from 67% of 

total imports in 1941 to just 23% by 1943.   

 

The supply of bauxite also fell dramatically, by May 1942 the handful of U-boats had 

destroyed 22% of the Allied bauxite fleet. 

 

In launching the assault on Caribbean oil, Dönitz had found one of the few true strategic 

chokepoints in the Allied war effort but, fortunately for the Allies, he did not fully realise it 

at the time, and the efforts of the U-boat service was hampered by a number of factors, 

 
34  It was transformed into a formal order as Operations Order No 51 ‘West Indien’ on 17 January 1942.  
Despite undertaking to the Kreigsmarine commander Raeder that he would instruct the U-boats to shell 
land-based oil facilities such as tank farms, Dönitz ignored the instruction. 
35  The Type IX was the most numerous German U-boat in the early war years, having entered service in 
1937.  It was larger and had a longer range than the previous Type VII.  It had a crew of 48 and could carry 
22 torpedoes (or up to 66 mines).  They had diesel engines, used on the surface and to recharge the 
batteries used for submerged operations.  They mounted a 105 mm deck gun as a secondary weapon.  194 
Type IX were built, of which 88% were lost during the war. See: http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-
ix.shtml  
36  This being before the introduction of milchkühe supply submarines. 

http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-ix.shtml
http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-ix.shtml


and fell behind in the contest between the U-boats and the ships and aircraft hunting 

them. 

 

Over the first 6 months of Operation Neuland, the U-boats sank 965,000 tons of Allied 

shipping in the Caribbean, of which an 57% were tankers.  The area between Guiana and 

Trinidad was nicknamed “Torpedo Junction”37. 

 

However, within 18 months of the launch, and despite the initial successes, the assault on 

Caribbean shipping was to become a significant failure38.  This was due to a number of 

factors, including – 

• the ring of defences designed to protect the Canal and involving the bases on islands 

and mainland North and South America.  In time, a ring of airfields and seaplane bases 

encircled the Caribbean basin – from Cozumel, Mexico, to Waller Field, Trinidad, and 

from San Nicolas, Aruba to San Juan, Puerto Rico; 

• the eventual forging of a united anti-submarine command, first among the Allies 

themselves – US, British, and Dutch – then involving the Caribbean and Latin American 

countries that formed the outer ring of defences (Cuba, Columbia, Venezuela, and, 

outside the Caribbean Basin, Brazil), and between the US Army and Navy;    

• the new and improved equipment available to the Allies, especially in terms of types 

of aircraft, with more effective new types, with radar, longer range and better 

weapons.  Ships had new centimetric radar and aircraft carried ASV radar39, while 

Leigh lights40 on aircraft could illuminate U-boats at night – and the associated failure 

of the Kreigsmarine to successfully counter improvements in Allied systems and 

tactics; 

 
37  Ibid 
38  Ibid. 
39  The first patrol aircraft equipped with ASV airborne radar were LB-30 Liberators which began to arrive in 
March 1942. 
40  The Leigh Light was a 22-million candlepower, 24-inch (61 cm) searchlight:  
https://uboat.net/allies/technical/leigh_light.htm  

https://uboat.net/allies/technical/leigh_light.htm


• the signals intelligence war - ULTRA decryption of German Enigma radio signals and 

the use of High-Frequency Direction-Finding (or “Huff-Duff”, as the British called it) 

which enabled the Allies were able to triangulate the U-boats’ replies to U-Boat 

Command to within a mile of their source41;   

• the distance from home bases involved, and the unsuitability of the clear and shallow 

waters of much of the Caribbean for submarine operations; 

• the stress on crews from heat, humidity and long periods kept closed down – and 

remembering that the small, cramped and smelly U-boat was not a true submarine, 

such as one sees now, but rather a submersible, capable of limited time and 

movement when submerged; 

• disputes between Dönitz and his immediate superior, Raeder, combined with a lack of 

overall tactical objectives; and  

• meddling by Hitler, who had U-boats removed for use elsewhere.   

 

When the improved aircraft, equipment and tactics were combined with inter-island 

human intelligence, long-range and land-based radar, and a command-and-control system 

sited on Panama, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Trinidad, the Caribbean rapidly became an 

American lake.  By July 1943 – 17 months after Neuland started – it has been said that no 

U-boat running on the surface in the Caribbean or in the South Atlantic was safe from 

attack. 

 

In any event, it is said to be likely that the Germans did not apply the size of force 

required, or apply continued pressure, and in the types of boat available probably lacked a 

really suitable weapon for the job. 

 

 
41  This used shore-based intercept stations in Iceland, Greenland, on the US East Coast, along the Gulf of 
Mexico, the Caribbean and South America.  The first US Navy aircraft fitted with ASV radar had been a PBY in 
June 1941 at NAS Anacostia, Washington DC. 



For more detail see - Long Night of the Tankers: Hitler’s War Against Caribbean Oil by 

David J Bercuson and Holger H Herwig (University of Calgary Press, Canada), 201442.  

 

CONVOY CODES AND TYPES 

 

CP Curacao to Panama Canal  1942  Tanker convoys 

CT Cristobal to Trinidad   June 1942 Single convoy (CT.1) 

CZ Curacao to Cristobal   September 1942 to February 1943 

GP Guantanamo to Panama Canal July-August 1942 

NE New Zealand to Panama Canal 1942-45 

PG Panama Canal to Guantanamo July-August 1942 

ZC Cristobal to Curacao   September 1942 to February 1943 

 

HERMAN THE GERMAN 

 

'Titan' was one of the 4 large floating cranes, and was built in 1941 by Demag Cranes AG in 

the port of Bremen, for the Kriegsmarine.  As Schwimmkran Nr. 1 (“floating crane No. 1”) 

it operated in the Baltic Sea, mainly assisting U-boats.  

 

At the end of the war. the Allies, as a form of compensation, seized the surviving cranes, 

including the Schwimmkran Nr.1, which was redesignated YD-171 and nicknamed 

“Herman the German”'43.  It was dismantled and transported across the Atlantic to Long 

 
42 https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5rdzf3 
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/49998/UofCPress_LongNightTankers_2014_Backmatter.p
df?sequence=18&isAllowed=y 
43  Others went to the Soviet Union and the British.  The crane seized by the British served for a time in 
Denmark; it was then sold to France, where it later overturned and ended up sunk in the North Sea.  The 
crane seized by the Soviets was sent from Germany in parts and rebuilt in Leningrad where it was 
temporarily used as an artillery observation tower. Not much was known about this piece until 2015, when 
it was sighted at the Admiralty Shipyards in what is now St Petersburg in Russia.  One of the 4 built had been 
destroyed in a bombing raid in 1943. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5rdzf3
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/49998/UofCPress_LongNightTankers_2014_Backmatter.pdf?sequence=18&isAllowed=y
https://prism.ucalgary.ca/bitstream/handle/1880/49998/UofCPress_LongNightTankers_2014_Backmatter.pdf?sequence=18&isAllowed=y


Beach in California, reassembled and operated there at a shipyard from 1946 to 1994.  It 

was the largest crane in the docks.  

 

Following the closure in 1995 of the US shipyard in Long Beach where it had been 

employed, it was sold to the Panama Canal Commission and transported to the Canal 

Zone, where it remained into the 21st century, serving as the floating crane Titan44, and 

continued to perform heavy lifts for the maintenance of the locks.  The Panama Canal 

Commission wanted to replace its old Ajax and Hercules cranes. 

 

 
44  It is described as a large, self-propelled crane vessel with the tip of its main boom standing at 374 feet 
above the typical water line. 



 

 

It was transported on the Sea Swan in 1996, 

and unloaded off the island of Taboga and 

from there was towed to the dredging division. 

It was 112 meters (367.5 feet) high and 

weighed 5,000 tons (4,536 tonnes).  Renamed 

'Titan', it went on to operate in the dredging 

division, in Gamboa, a town 30 minutes from 

Panama City.  It was used for heavy lifts, of 

gates, cranes and even a bridge that was 

removed and removed in several sections - 

each section of the bridge weighing about 220 

tons (199.5 tonnes).  It was able to make lifts of 

up to 340 tons (308 tonnes). 

 

https://www.dw.com/es/tit%C3%A1n-la-gr%C3%BAa-nazi-del-canal-de-panam%C3%A1/a-46529975


The crane has had to be repaired several times, and much of its Nazi symbols or original 

German texts have been removed or replaced.  There is almost nothing left of that era, 

only the anchor and some engines that still 

have German lettering, but everything else 

was changed to English. 

 

The original anchor weighed 2,500 kg (5,511 

lb) and had a swastika on the iron handle. It 

was the most graphic evidence that gives an 

account of the historical past of 'Titan'.45 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A photograph of 
Titan taken by me in 
2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
45  https://www.dw.com/es/titán-la-grúa-nazi-del-canal-de-panamá/a-46529975  

https://www.dw.com/es/titán-la-grúa-nazi-del-canal-de-panamá/a-46529975


 

 

SONOBUOYS 

 

Initially, patrol aircraft had only the eyeball mark 1, plus binoculars, to aid their search for 

U-boats – although aircraft were effective in spotting and attacking U-boats, causing them 

to submerge, and preventing their attacks on shipping.  This was the state of play during 

the time of the Neutrality Patrol (see Chapter 3).  Later, land-based high-frequency radio 

direction-finding in early 1942, and airborne (ASV) radar, followed by the acoustic 

sonobuoy and the acoustic homing torpedo by mi-1943. 

 

Radar was only good for locating a surfaced U-boat.  However, in Autumn 1943 the US 

Navy Underwater Sound Laboratory in New London, Connecticut had introduced the 

sonobuoy.  This was about 5 inches (12.7 cm) in diameter and 4 feet (1.2 meters) long. 

This device related sounds to a radio operator in the patrolling aircraft.  Dropping a 

pattern of sonobuoys could be used to triangulate the location of the submarine.  They 

were first used by RAF Coastal Command in July 1942.46 

 

 
46  Sighted Sub, Sank Same: The United States Navy's Air Campaign against the U-Boat by Alan C Carey 
(Casemate, 2019). 



An early precursor to the sonobuoy was proposed in 1931 by the US Coast and Geodetic 

Survey was the “sono-radio buoy” to replace a ship and used to determine the depth of 

water.  The sono-radio buoys in July 1936 were large, using barrels for flotation and to 

house electronics and batteries.  An electromagnetically-activated hydrophone detected 

explosive detonations and relayed them by radio, using time delay methods to measure 

range47. 

 

In June 1941, the US Office of Scientific Research and Development (OSRD) awarded a 

contract to RCA of Camden, New Jersey, to develop a radio sonobuoy to be deployed from 

surface ships behind convoys to detect trailing U-boats, and it delivered the first examples 

within 3 months.48  However, the US Navy decided to pursue higher priority efforts, and 

work on the sonobuoy was officially stopped; but in February 1942, the US Navy’s 

Coordinator of R&D requested the National Defense Research Council (NDRC) to develop 

an expendable radio sonobuoy for use by lighter-than-air craft (blimps), and development 

was begun at the Columbia Underwater Sound Lab. 

 

Within weeks of the Navy’s request, the practicability of using a radio sonobuoy in aerial 

anti-submarine warfare was demonstrated on 7 March 1942, in an exercise conducted off 

New London with the S-20 submarine and the K-5 blimp, which monitored 2 of the 

refurbished RCA ship-launched sonobuoys.  The buoys detected the sound of the 

submerged submarine’s propellers at distances up to 3 miles (4.8 km), and the radio 

reception aboard the blimp was satisfactory up to 5 miles (8 km).  When it was decided to 

drop them from aeroplanes as well as blimps, parachutes were added to the buoys, and 

the rigid antenna was replaced by a stored, self-deploying one.  

 

On 25 July 1942, the first successful launch of a sonobuoy from an aircraft was made from 

a USAAF B-18 bomber.  By the end of October, the procurement of the expendable radio 

 
47  The Evolution of the Sonobuoy From World War II to the Cold War by Roger A Holler (US Navy Journal of 
Underwater Acoustics, January 2014): https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA597432.pdf  
48  Ibid. 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA597432.pdf


sonobuoy had been initiated when the Bureau of Ships ordered 1,000 sonobuoys and 100 

associated receivers. Subsequently, the USAAF ordered 6,410 of the AN/CRT-1 sonobuoys, 

while the Navy ordered 1,800 units.  By 1943, RCA had begun full-scale sonobuoy 

production. 

  



NIGHT MISSION OVER THE CARIBBEAN 

 

The official service journal of the USAAF carried an article in April 1943 (reproduced 

below), “Night Mission Over The Caribbean”.  It features a B-18 bomber of the USAAF 

Antisubmarine Command from a squadron attached to the Antilles Air Task Force. 



 



 



 

  



THE LATIN AMERICAN ANTI-SUBMARINE CAMPAIGN DURING WORLD WAR 249 

 

The main given reason for most Latin American republics declaring war (aside from the 

allure of the Lend-Lease programme and US diplomatic pressure), was German U-boat 

warfare in the Caribbean basin.  As elsewhere, many neutral merchant ships were sunk in 

the attempt to interdict petroleum and other raw materials destined for British and US 

factories and forces. 

 

While the US the anti-submarine campaign in the Caribbean as a backwater (albeit a 

potentially important one), Latin American countries saw the attacks as a matter of 

national pride as well as a life and death issue for their merchant seamen.  Therefore, in 

the early years of the war, Mexico and other nations on the Caribbean seaboard made 

efforts to combat the U-Boats.  As a result, some rather unlikely aircraft ended up being 

adapted for anti-submarine patrol and attack.  

 

While it would be very easy to assess the success of the countries’ efforts as limited, 

success in anti-submarine warfare must be judged not in terms of U-Boats sunk, but in the 

number of attacks which were deterred by the mere presence of aircraft in the U-Boats’ 

patrol area.  In those terms, the Latin American anti-submarine programme must be 

judged at least a partial success. 

 

As we have seen, the aircraft that were initially available in the Caribbean area to combat 

the U-Boats there were largely obsolescent, even those of the USAAC/USAAF, and not 

specifically designed or equipped for over water patrol and submarine attack.  

 

For the US forces, while the B-18 bomber series became relatively well-known as an anti-

submarine aircraft, and the PBY Catalina was perhaps the premiere anti-submarine 

 
49  The Latin American Anti-Submarine Campaign During WWII by Chuck Acree (Latin American Aviation 

Historical Society, December 2020): https://www.laahs.com/latam-anti-submarine-campaign/  

  

https://www.laahs.com/latam-anti-submarine-campaign/


aircraft of the war, some more surprising participants in the campaign in 1941-42 included 

the O-47A, O-47B and O-52 observation/reconnaissance types – seen as the last gasp of 

the heavy, multi-crew observation designs50.  The O-52 served in the in-shore patrol role 

from Losey Field, Puerto Rico and Waller Field, Trinidad.  

 

Hence, if the rich and powerful US was using aircraft like the O-47 and O-52 to patrol the 

Caribbean, one would not be surprised at what Latin American aircrew had to use to 

combat the U-Boat menace. 

 

Honduran Stinson Model O 

The Model O had been designed specifically for the Fuerza Aérea Hondureña as a 2-seat, 

open cockpit armed trainer capable of doing counter-insurgency work. It was a 

monoplane with a parasol wing layout. The prototype first flew in 1933, and used a 220 hp 

Lycoming R-680 radial engine.  Honduras had ordered 3 examples, which were armed with 

2 forward-firing, fixed machine guns, a flexible gun in a dorsal mounting in the rear 

cockpit, and a bomb rack under the fuselage. All 3 survived into the 1940s. 

 

The FAH turned to the 3 Model O as the most capable aircraft available. On 3 August 

1942, one failed to return from a patrol and no sign of the aircraft or its crew was ever 

found.  There was speculation that it may have been shot down by a U-Boat that elected 

to fight on the surface. 

 

Stinson Model O of the Honduran Air 
Force 

 

 

 

 

 
50  For more detail on this and other aircraft types used in or from Panama, see Chapter 52. 



Haiti O-38E 

Another obsolete type used was the Douglas O-38E.  A tandem 2-seater observation type 

dating from 1933, a number survived as trainer and target tugs in USAAC service.  

However. the sole combat use came as anti-submarine patrol aircraft with Haiti.   

 

The Corps d’Aviation d’Garde d’Haiti (Haitian Guard Aviation Corps) had received 6 ageing, 

surplus O-38Es under the Lend-Lease Program in 1942.  Although the US intended them to 

be used as trainers, the Haitians had other ideas and quickly instituted an anti-submarine 

patrol, cannibalising some of the O-38E in an attempt to keep at least 3 combat-ready.  It 

managed to keep the patrols going through 1942, with no losses, and kept their O-38E in 

service until 1948. There is no record of submarine attacks being mounted by the Haitians. 

 

Douglas O-38E of the Haitian Guard 
Aviation Corps. 

 

 

 

Brazil – NA.44, V-65 Corsair, Vultee V-11GB 

Off the Brazilian coast, the menace came at first from Italian submarines based in 

Bordeaux.  The then-neutral Brazilians mounted anti-submarine patrols using North 

American NA.44 trainers51 and Vought V-65 Corsair biplanes52.  

 

 
51  An export version of the classic AT-6 Texan (Harvard) – see Chapter 52 for USAAF use in Panama.  Brazil 
received the first examples in 1940, with 30 being delivered.  The NA.44 was an armed light attack version 
armed with 2 x fixed and 1 dorsal 0.3-inch machine guns and up to 4 x 100 lb bombs 
52  Brazil received 37 V-65B built in 1933.  It was an export version of the SU-2 scout biplane used by the US 
Navy.  It was a 2-seat, open cockpit biplane with fixed tail gear.  This type was related to the Corsairo used 
by Mexico. 



 FAB NA.44 undergoing maintenance 

The first actual Brazilian attack against a submarine came on 22 May 1942 when a 

Brazilian B-25 Mitchell bomber53, crewed by 2 Brazilians and 4 American instructors, 

caught a U-Boat on the surface. The U-Boat engaged the aircraft with its deck gun, and the 

B-25 crew attacked with depth charges.  

 

3 months later, the submarine attacks on Brazilian merchant shipping finally prompted 

Brazil to declare war on the Axis powers.  4 days later, on 26 August 1942, a Vultee V-

11GB254, flying from Porto Allegre Air Force Base attacked a submarine in the Atlantic. The 

submarine appeared to be damaged badly, but the Vultee was also seriously hurt by the 

detonation of its 3 x 250 lb bombs.  2 days later, another Vultee attacked a submarine.  

Later, Brazil received much more capable anti-submarine aircraft from the US, including 

Lockheed A-28 Hudson and PV-1 Ventura, Douglas B-18B, and PBY Catalina.  However, in 

early days it was the V-11GB2 that helped repel the submarine menace.  

Vultee V-11GB2 of the Força Aérea 
Brasileira 

 

 

 

 

 
53  Supplied under Lend-Lease, this was a more modern, twin-engine medium bomber, made famous by its 
use in the Doolittle raid on Tokyo. 
54  The V-11 was a single-engine, 3-seat monoplane attack bomber derived from the V-1 light transport.  It 
was widely exported, and Brazil acquired a total of 26, starting in 1939. 



Mexico Corsairo and AT-6 Texan 

In 1942, U-Boats appeared in the Gulf of Mexico.  6 Mexican merchant ships were sunk in 

that year, from Miami to Veracruz, most within a few miles of the shore.  The Fuerza 

Aérea Mexicana (Mexican Air Force)55 operated a rather small fleet of patrol aircraft, 

initially consisting mostly of Vought-built or licence-built locally (by TNCA) Corsario 

(“Corsair”) attack aircraft biplanes dating from the late 1920s56.  On 20 March 1942, a 

Corsairo attacked with machine guns a submarine off the Pacific coast of Sinaloa. 

 

Mexico was not seen as one of the Latin American states sympathetic to the Axis cause, 

having protested the Italian invasion of Abyssinia, and aided the Spanish Republicans 

during the Civil War.  It had also seized 9 Italian and 3 German ships that had sought 

refuge in Mexican ports – ironically, some of the tankers involved would become victims 

of U-boat attacks.  In April/May 1942, 3 tankers (including 2 of the ex-German ones) 

became the first Mexican ships to be sunk by U-boats.  Mexico declared war on the Axis 

countries on 28 May 1942.57   

 Azcarate Corsairo 

 
55  In fact, the FAM only came into existence on 10 February 1944, when the Military Aeronautics Directorate 
becomes the Mexican Air Force by Presidential Decree. 
56  This was a version of the O2U Corsair US Navy scout-observation biplane, which entered US service in 
1927.  Widely exported in various versions (including the V-65B used by Brazil), 31 were also licence-built in 
Mexico, being based on the O2U-4 model.  Known as the TNCA Corsairo Azcarate.  Mexico also had some of 
the O2U-2M version, dating from 1929. 
57  http://mexicanaviationhistory.com/articulos/articulo/?Id=12  

http://mexicanaviationhistory.com/articulos/articulo/?Id=12


After the passage of the Lend-Lease Act, the US began to provide some aircraft better 

suited to anti-submarine patrol, including 6 Vought OS2U Kingfishers58, which were 

supplied to the Mexican Navy for 201 Squadron, when the aviation branch of the Navy 

was formed. 

 Mexican OS2U Kingfisher 

More surprising perhaps is the use of the North American AT-6B Texan59 in the patrol role.  

In May 1942, a group of Mexican pilots travelled to San Antonio, Texas to be trained on 

ex-USAAC AT-6B.  In June, the group brought their 6 new aircraft to Balbuena Field, 

Mexico City. After a short training period, on 4 July 1942, 3 aircraft and crews established 

a patrol base at Tuxpan, Veracruz, being assigned to the Gulf Military Region.  The very 

next day, one spotted the U-129 and attacked using 2 x 100 lb bombs.  U-129, which had 

recently been responsible for the sinking of 2 Mexican tankers near Veracruz, escaped 

without serious damage. 

 

 
58  Designed for the US Navy for use primarily as a catapult-launched scout seaplane for use for large 
warships, it could also operate with a fixed wheel undercarriage.  It first flew in 1938.  It could be armed 
with a fixed, forward-firing 0.3-inch machine gun, with another in the rear cockpit, and it could carry 2 x 100 
lb bombs or 2 x 325 lb depth charges. 
59  The Texan was to serve the FAM for 40 years, the last retiring in 1982.  They were armed with 2 fixed and 
1 dorsal 0.3-inch machine gun and could carry 2 x 100 lb bombs. 



On 22 October 1942, another AT-6B attacked a U-boat in the Gulf of Mexico, and on 22 

January 1943, another dropped bombs on a suspicious submerged form that seemed to 

be following 2 Mexican ships.60 

 

 

North American AT-6B, serial P-80, of 

the Mexican Air Force 

 

 

 

Netherlands West Indies Fokker F.XVII 

Probably the very most unusual anti-submarine aircraft used in Latin America during 

World War 2 was the Dutch-built Fokker F.XVIII airliner61.  This had been used by KNILM 

Airlines in the Dutch colonies of Aruba and Curacao.  In 1940, the airliner had been locally 

converted as a bomber for the use of the Netherlands West Indies Defence Force by the 

simple expedient of cutting a hole in the cabin floor through which bombs could be 

dropped (presumably by hand).  To provide bombs (which were unavailable in the colony), 

naval shells were converted.   

 

The Dutch used the airliner to patrol the waters around the important refineries and 

oilfields of Aruba and Curacao.  On 16 February, 1942, 2 U-Boats attacked shipping and 

shelled the refinery at Aruba.  The F.XVIII was the first Allied patrol aircraft to reach the 

area, though any attack made was ineffective, as both submarines escaped undamaged.  

 
60  http://mexicanaviationhistory.com/articulos/articulo/?Id=12  
61  Built in the early 1930s, the F.XVIII first flew in 1932 and was a 3-engine monoplane intended for long 
distance routes.  It could accommodate 12 passengers, or 4-to-6 on seats convertible to sleeping berths. 
Only 5 were built, all for KLM for its Amsterdam-Batavia route to the Dutch East Indies.  Replaced by DC.2 in 
1936, 2 were transferred to KLMWIB (Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij West-Indisch Bedrijf – the KLM 
West Indies Division) at Willemstad, Curaçao for regional services in the Caribbean.  Only 1 was converted 
for patrol duties, and was given a coat of camouflage paint and orange Dutch national markings were 
applied.  Both examples PJ-AIO and PJ-AIS remained in service with KLMWIB until 1946, when the example 
which had been converted to a patrol aircraft was broken-up at Curaçao.  

http://mexicanaviationhistory.com/articulos/articulo/?Id=12


 

Fokker F.XVIII of the Netherlands 

West Indies Defense Force. 

 


