
Chapter 49 

1945 

 

By early 1945, forces in Canal Zone were submitting plans for postwar scenarios.  By the 

end of the year many defensive emplacements had been abandoned or removed1. 

 

Front pages announcing the end of the war with Japan (left) and in Europe2 (right) 

 

In September 1944, the Sixth Air Force told USAAF headquarters that it only had 161 

fighters and, with an attrition rate of 5 per month, its capabilities were falling well short of 

its 189 aircraft intended strength.  It therefore requested that replacements be sent 

sooner.   

 

There appeared to be numerous problems and delays, and large-scale deliveries of the 

intended Lockheed P-38 Lightning fighters do not appear to have taken place until April 

1945, very close to the end of the war, with over 120 arrived in April.   

 
1  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
2  In Panama, it was reported that church bells rang, and people came out of their houses to celebrate. 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf


 

However, by April, the Sixth Air Force was reporting that it was now 33 aircraft over its 

intended strength (now set at 186), with the Commanding General asking for the 

movement of fighters to (and from) the command to ceases, as it was causing problems 

with maintenance and supplies.  By June 1945, it had 199 P-383. 

 

With the end of the war, the head of the USAAF announced that aircraft would be cut 

back and that the P-38 fighter would be phased out by November 1945.  By late 1945, 127 

had been removed from the Sixth Air Force inventory – with some sold to Venezuela and 

Nicaragua, as well as to a company and a few private individuals4.  It was said that a check 

would be conducted to see if they were needed in another part of Panama.  If not, they 

could be disposed of immediately.5 

 

Nearly all Coast Artillery units were deactivated 1944-1946, and the Coast Artillery Corps 

officially abolished in 1950.6  In March 1945, official records of US service personnel 

overseas showed that there were 37,017 in the Panama Canal Department (with a further 

35,993 in the Antilles Department). 

 
3https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&i
sAllowed=y 
4  11 P-38 turned up in the Dominican Republic in 1947 (although whether these were ex-Sixth Air Force 
examples is unclear) via an American George Stamets, who acted as agent for the country’s dictator since 
1930, General Rafael Trujillo. 
5  Ibid. 
6  https://cdsg.org/coast-artillery-corps/  

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/bitstream/handle/mtsu/4729/Bitzer_mtsu_0170N_10471.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://cdsg.org/coast-artillery-corps/


 

OPERATION TRANSIT 

 

After the German surrender in May 1945, the redeployment of men and materials from 

the European to the Pacific theatres was to take place, being christened Operation Transit 

(see below) by the Panama Canal Department.  20 transports passed through the Canal, 

together with 105 freighters, between 4 July and 9 August 1945.     However, after Japan 

surrendered, 17 ships underway, including one already in the Canal, were rerouted to US 

East Coast ports instead. 

 

Operation Transit was the final flurry of military and naval activity in Panama during the 

war.  The first redeployed troopship to pass through the Panama Canal was the USS 

Uruguay, which docked at Cristobal on 20 June with 4,400 men aboard, direct from 

Leghorn, Italy.  Altogether, 36 troopships passed through the Canal Zone carrying 

approximately 125,000 troops being redeployed from the European and Mediterranean 

theatres.  The last redeployment vessel, the USS Hawaiian Shipper, arrived on 14 August 

1945, just in time for its passengers to get news of the Japanese surrender and to find 

their destination changed to New York.   

 

Operation Transit was formally initiated on 5 July 1945.  It consisted of 4 different Plans, 

differing dependent on the time that any vessel would stop while on en route and if any of 

the troops aboard were able or required to disembark.   

 

The project was placed under the direction of the Deputy Commander, Panama Canal 

Department, and the Department chief of transportation was assigned responsibility for 

the technical phase, which included servicing, repair, and transit of the ships. 

 

Plans A and B dealt with situations where short stays were involved, and troops did not 

disembark, except into the immediate dock area for a few hours of recreation, with 



temporary facilities to provide refreshments, souvenirs etc.  Plan C included arrangements 

for troops to be shuttled to other areas for more extended rest and recreation away from 

the ships7.  Plan D involved having to billet troops in the Canal Zone temporarily. 

 

Obviously, troops travelled in both directions, returning home from service in the Pacific 

as well as being deployed there.  Similar arrangements as those put in place for Operation 

Transit could be employed.  In both directions, injured or ill troops would be removed to 

hospitals in the Canal Zone, with several hundred being removed to the hospitals during 

Operation Transit. 

 

Every possible facility, including religious, USO, Red Cross, and post exchange services, 

were made available to make the short stay in the Canal Zone pleasant and profitable.   

For a short time, the Panama Canal was the busy gateway to the Pacific, through which 

passed a steady succession of ships carrying redeployed troops. 

 

One unusual incident occurred in August 1945, when the USS General DE Aultman, 

returning from the Pacific ran aground about a mile south of the Miraflores Locks.  The 

troops were disembarked, but had to be found alternative accommodation, as the more 

usual places had been earmarked for troops aboard 2 Operation Transit vessels at Albrook 

Field and Fort Amador.  It is worth noting that, alongside the 3,209 officers and men there 

were also 84 nurses and 5 Red Cross women.  At one of the sites involved, at Fort Clayton, 

the visitors were welcomed with $7,000 worth of Coca Cola, 180 gallons of ice cream and 

35 kegs of beer, with more to follow in the subsequent days.  Those who wanted to, 5 

busloads, were even taken on a sightseeing tour of historic sites in Panama.  After nearly a 

week in Panama, the ship and troops finally departed on 13 August 1945. 

 

 
7  Such as at Balboa High School stadium. 



On 12 September 1945, the Commanding General formally ended Operation Transit.  

Despite only lasting a few months, during the operation ships had taken on 410,000 

barrels of fuel oil (with 124,725 complimentary pints of ice cream also being provided)8. 

 

1945: A Panama City street with US sailors  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

US Army patrol boat in 1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf


 

The above illustration is of something which was intended as a souvenir of a serviceman's 

visit to Panama features a pictorial map of the Isthmus of Panama, a detailed 

topographical map of the Canal and a brief history of its construction.  This Official Army 

Souvenir dates from around 1944 and was printed with the intention that it be mailed 

home. It is designated, "A personnel service from Hq. Sixth Air Force" at the bottom, left 

corner, and is titled "A Pictorial Map of Historic Panama," and it was drawn by Sing Leong. 

Opened, the folded map measures 12½ inches by 18 inches (31.75 x 45.72 cm)9. 

 
9  https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/army-panama-canal-pictorial-map-1944-1792280917  

https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/army-panama-canal-pictorial-map-1944-1792280917


 

Left: c.1945: US aircraft carrier Enterprise and an unidentified US battleship, elements of US Third Fleet, 
entering Panama Canal (Photo by Thomas D. Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images) 

Right: aerial view of ships going through the Panama Canal in Panama, October 1945  
(Photo by Thomas D Mcavoy/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images) 

 

The end of the war in 1945 saw civilian watchmen being reinstated, with a new force 

comprising 30 guards  and 2 sergeants under the Superintendent of the Locks Division.  It 

had responsbility for lock security, and was backed up by the Canal Zone Police.  The 

military was to temporarily return to the security role 1950-52, during hostilities in Korea. 



 
Women on a street in Panama, 1945 

 

POSTSCRIPT - WORLD WAR 1 AND WORLD WAR 2 COMPARED 

 

In World War 1, Panama, like other Latin American states, wanted to stay neutral.  

However, when the US entered the war in April 1917, Panama joined in too.  In his 

proclamation, President Ramon Valdés spoke of the “obligation” to make common cause 

with the US “whose interests and existence are linked to ours in a perpetual way”, 

 

Hence, war was declared on Germany, although not until 10 December 1917 did a 

declaration war against Austria-Hungary follow. 

 

During the war, Panama had suffered from shortages of staple foodstuffs, such as rice, 

butter and sugar.  The US had strictly policed the Canal Zone, for fear of sabotage, and the 

Panamanian Government was pressured by the US authorities into tight controls at its 

ports of entry, screening all passengers and detaining those thought to be suspect.  There 

was censorship of newspapers, with any pro-Central Powers tendencies suppressed, and 

private correspondence was also censored. 



 

A blackout meant that the Canal was dark at night.  Unlike in World War 2, Panama made 

all of its territory, including its territorial waters and airspace, open to the US without 

restriction, allowing, for example, the movement of US troops across its territory. 

 

German and Austrian residents had to register and make weekly reports.  In April 1918, 

around 30 were arrested and their property seized, being detained on Taboga before 

being transferred to the US.  They were to eventually return to Panama in 1919, after the 

Versailles Treaty was signed. 

 

US “Liberty Loans”, to finance the US war effort, were sold in Panama, with purchasers 

including every member of the National Assembly – in a staged performance in October 

1918. 

 

However, the highhanded attitude of the US authorities during the war is said to have 

increased resentment 

 

At the end of the war, Panama was one of the signatories to the Versailles Treaty in 

191910.  At the time, Panama was itself only 14 years old and had just 500,000 inhabitants.  

There was hope that joining the new League of Nations would provide an opportunity to 

seek international mediation over interpretations of the 1903 Treaty, seemingly made 

unilaterally by the US authorities11. 

 

Panama was confident that the League of Nations would contribute to "appeasing the 

quarrels between states, allow the development of democratic institutions and stop the 

ideas of conquest of the most powerful nations in the world"; and that it would represent 

 
10  It was also present at the last formal meeting of the League in April 1946, when it was closed. 
11  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220424/panama-conferencia-paz-paris-
palacio  

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220424/panama-conferencia-paz-paris-palacio
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220424/panama-conferencia-paz-paris-palacio


“the line of demarcation between two epochs of humanity: that of the wars of ambition and 

conquest and that of triumphant international law”.12 

 

Panama continued to be an active member and supporter of the League.  However, any 

hopes that the League would assist Panama, in particular in its relationship with the US, 

were to be dispelled.  This was demonstrated in 1921, in the framework of the Coto War 

with Costa Rica, and again in 1927, in the negotiations of the Kellogg Alfaro Treaty. 

 

THE COTO DISPUTE AND WAR This dispute had its origins in a border difference 

inherited from Colombia13, and a ruling in 1900 by the 

then French President Émile Loubet that allocated a 

considerable amount of bordering territory to Costa Rica, 

to the detriment of Colombia.  There was a further 

attempt at arbitration in 1914, by the Chief Justice of the 

US Supreme Court, which only served to stoke 

resentment in Panama.  Then, in February 1921, a Costa 

Rican military contingent attacked a small town 

administered by Panamanians, near the border – Pueblo 

Nuevo de Coto.  This ignited nationalist sentiment in 

Panama and volunteer forces managed to retake the 

town and defeat 4 boatloads of Costa Rican fighters.  

Despite this success on the Pacific coast, March, Costa 

Rican forces surprisingly occupied the towns of Guabito, 

Changuinola and Almirante on the other coast.  The 

appearance of the warship USS Sacramento on 5 March 

brought the brief confrontation to an end.  The US 

 
12  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220501/panama-liga-naciones-gran-
decepcion  
13  The problem dated back to 1803, during the colonial era, when King Carlos IV of Spain determined that 
the island of San Andrés and the coast of Mosquitos up to the Chagres River would become part of the vice-
royalty of Santa Fe, to which the isthmus of Panama belonged. 

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220501/panama-liga-naciones-gran-decepcion
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220501/panama-liga-naciones-gran-decepcion


intervened in defence of the interests of its banana-

growing companies, and sent an ultimatum to Panama, 

saying that it ruling of 1914 and thereby cede the Coto 

area to Costa Rica. 

 Panama had referred the matter to the League of 

Nations.  However, the Minister for Foreign Affairs of 

Costa Rica informed the League that the matter had 

been resolved that the dispute had been resolved "thanks 

to the intermediation of the Government of the United 

States" and that no additional mediation would be 

necessary, and the League accepted this.14 

 

 
Couples at France Field in Panama, 1945 

 

 

 
14  https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220501/panama-liga-naciones-gran-
decepcion  

https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220501/panama-liga-naciones-gran-decepcion
https://www.laestrella.com.pa/nacional/publicando-historia/220501/panama-liga-naciones-gran-decepcion


 

 

 

 

 


