
THE U-BOAT WAR 

 

Between February and August 1942, no fewer than 330 vessels were sunk by U-boats and 

Italian submarines in the Caribbean, its approaches and the Gulf of Mexico.  They came 

close to cutting off vital supplies of oil from Venezuela and bauxite ore (for making 

aluminium) from the Guianas1. 

 

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 south of Port-au-Prince, Haiti2 

 

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

as being losses due to U-boats during World War 2 - 78 ships sunk (416,682 tons) and 4 

ships damaged (38,456 tons).3  

 
1  Panama Canal defenders: Camouflage and Markings of US Sixth Air Force and Antilles Air Command 1941-

1945 – Volume 1: Single-engined Fighters by Dan Hagedorn (Model Centrum PROGRES, 2021). 
2https://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  
3  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


 

There is also a separate Chapter on the loss of the patrol gunboat USS Erie in 1942, and 

another 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. 

 

There is an interest 30-minute video on You Tube that provides an oversight of the 

Caribbean submarine war, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e01L0ObaUF8  

 

Even while neutral, at least 7 Panama-flag vessels had been sunk before Pearl Harbor4, all 

in the North or South Atlantic. 

 

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. 

 

However, in January 1942 only 3 U-Boats were operational in the US East Coast areas7.  

This number increased to 6 the following month, but never to more than 10 over the 

following few months.  These nevertheless enjoyed one of the U-Boats’ “Happy Times”, 

including attacks on shipping highlighted against the initially non-blacked out US east 

coast, and with scanty and improvised defences.    

 

Things began to change with the first U-Boat being lost in April 1942, a coastal blackout 

was imposed along the US East Coast, and gradually shipping losses fell, as improved 

 
4  http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html  
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  Lack of coordination between Germany and Japan, and other priorities meant that the bulk of the U-Boat 
fleet was operating in the Mediterranean or off Norway during the Winter 1941-42, i.e. when the US 
formally entered the war. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e01L0ObaUF8
http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html
https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm


defences and convoy tactics (with surface vessel, airship8 and aeroplane escort) were put 

in place.  The changes led to the Germans abandoning the US East Coast (except for some 

minelaying) from September 1942 until the following Spring. 

 

 

  A Type IX U-boat9 

 
 

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 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 islands 

of Old Providence and St Andrews.  A further vessel was sunk some 85 miles from Colon 

on the Atlantic end of the Canal.   

 

At the time of the June 1942 attacks, a gunboat10 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 

 
8  https://www.centennialofflight.net/essay/Lighter_than_air/Airships_in_WWII/LTA10.htm 
9  http://dubm.de/en/type-ix/  
10  USS Erie. 

https://www.centennialofflight.net/essay/Lighter_than_air/Airships_in_WWII/LTA10.htm
http://dubm.de/en/type-ix/


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 11. 

 

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 implemented12.   

 

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 from 

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

in Talara and B-17 from Guatemala13. 

 

 
11  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  
12  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. 
13  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. 

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


  

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

 

As detailed earlier, the first U-Boat began operating in the Caribbean in February 1942.  

After running down operations off the US East Coast, the U-Boats then intensified their 

operations in the Caribbean, with the struggle being labelled as the Battle of the 

Caribbean (or Operational Neuland by the Germans)14.  The main concentration was on oil 

traffic from Venezuela and Aruba, and South American trade (including all the US supplies 

of bauxite) which had to pass by Trinidad.  By the end of 1942, 336 vessels or 1.5 million 

tons of shipping had been sunk in the Caribbean zone.    

 

There followed what became known as the “Battle of the Caribbean”15.  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 

 
14  The Italian submarines operating near the Lesser Antilles in 1942 did not venture as far into the Caribbean 
as the Germans: Kelshall, Gaylord T.M. The U-Boat War in the Caribbean United States Naval Institute Press 
(1994). 
15  Or Operational Neuland as the Germans knew it. 

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


sunk16.  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. 

 

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 MTB17 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 Panamanian-flag Thalia18 was 
sunk by a U-boat U-502 on 23 February 
1942. Just 1 sailor lost his life. She was 
on passage from New York - Hampton 
Roads - Aruba19. 

 

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 harbour20. 

 
16  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
17  Motor torpedo boats (or “PT Boats” in US Navy parlance). 
18  Completed in April 1926 for Baltisch-Amerikanische Petroleum Import GmbH, Danzig. In 1935 transferred 
to Panama Transport Company, Panama. 
19  https://war2war.wordpress.com/2018/03/18/panama-during-ww2/  
20  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://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
https://war2war.wordpress.com/2018/03/18/panama-during-ww2/


 

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

 

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 sunk21. 

 

Article from the Nelson Evening Mail in New 
Zealand, 4 August 194222 

 

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

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


 

 

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

 
 

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 Colon23. 

 

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 north of Colon 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 9with all 

44 crew) was not confirmed until postwar.  The Command’s squadron claimed 3 other U-

boats by aircraft based elsewhere in the region.24.   

 

 
23  U-654, once again there were no survivors. 
24  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 colours25. 

 

Intensive U-boat operations in the Gulf of Mexico were to cause the cancellation of 

numerous sailings from New Orleans to the Canal Zone, and a congestion of cargo 

developed at that port.  Monthly deliveries of Army cargo to Cristobal and Balboa reached 

a peak of 85,286 measurement tons in September 1942.  The subsequent downward 

trend of shipments that followed was halted temporarily in the first quarter of 1943, when 

some additional construction work was undertaken. 

 

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 areas26.  In fact, after January 1943, U-Boats were 

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

the Kreigsmarine27 regarded the Caribbean as a difficult or dangerous place to operate – 

 
25  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
26  However, in November, losses to U-Boats rose in the Trinidad area 
27  The name of the German navy at the time. 

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


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 submerged28.  It 

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 Canal29.  

 

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

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

were swept within a month30. 

 

The weapon of the U-boat, a G7e torpedo 
fired by U-156 ended up on a beach in 

Aruba31 on February 16, 1942.  It later killed 

4 Dutch Marines who tried to disassemble 

it for study (Life Magazine March 2, 1942)32 

 

 

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. 

 

 
28  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html 
29  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html  
30  The U-Boat involved went on to laid off the Gulf of Paria, Venezuela, again with little or no effect. 
31  The 21-inch (diameter) G7e carried a 300 kg warhead. 
32  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
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ETO/Atlantic/UBoat-Caribbean.html


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 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 off the entrance to 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 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 safely33. 

 

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 postwar34.  Following the closure in 

1995 of the US shipyard in Long Beach where it had been employed, “Herman the 

German” was sold to the Panama Canal Commission and it was transported on a semi-

submersible ship in 1996 to the Canal Zone, where it remained into the 21st century, 

serving as the floating crane Titan35. 

 
33  The U-516, it was eventually lost in the North Sea in 1945. 
34  https://www.popularmechanics.com/technology/infrastructure/a22563978/titan-crane-herman-the-
german/  
35  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. 

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


 

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

and July 1944, see the Annex. 

 

 

LOSSES TO MINES 

Obviously, shipping using the Canal would be one of the most tempting targets for U-

Boats.   Mines were another hazard, often being laid by U-boats. 

 

However, in the list of US merchant ships lost to, or damaged by, mines during World War 

236, while several Panama-flagged ships were listed as being lost, only one ship was 

recorded as damaged in the region of Panama itself.  In January 1943, the USS Charles 

Carroll (AP 58), a Crescent City Class transport (later reclassified in 1943 as an attack 

transport as APA 28), serving with the US Navy struck a mine off the Canal Zone and had 

to put into Balboa for repairs.  It had been launched in 1942 in Maryland and, after seeing 

involvement in Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of North Africa, had been heading for 

the Pacific when she was damaged by the mine37.   An provides details of Panama-flag 

casualties to U-boat attack during the war. 

 

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 months38, their commander, Admiral Dönitz, decided to 

send his boats against the vital supply line bauxite39 and oil for the US (and UK) – the 

Caribbean.   

 
36  http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html 
37  As mentioned elsewhere, the only other mine casualty in Panama waters that appears to have been 
recorded, was the loss of a locally-based tug, which struck a mine that had come loose from the protective 
minefields.  It is not clear if the Charles Carroll  was damaged by a mine laid by a U-boat (the most likely 
explanation) or a rogue one from the Canal Zone defences (like the Panamanian tug). 
38  January-June 1942. 
39  Bauxite ore is the raw material from which aluminium is produced. 

http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html


 

Dönitz assigned 5 U-boats for Operation Neuland (“New Land”).  Their orders: “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”.  They were to deploy their torpedoes first, and 

thereafter their deck guns (if land targets were in the offing).40.   

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 IX41 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 home42. 

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 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 

 
40  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. 
41  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 105mm 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  
42  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


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

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”43. 

 

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

Caribbean shipping was to become a significant failure44.  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 radar45, while 

Leigh lights46 on aircraft could illuminate U-boats at night – and the associated failure 

of the Kreigsmarine to successfully counter improvements in Allied systems and 

tactics; 

 
43  Ibid 
44  Ibid. 
45  The first patrol aircraft equipped with ASV airborne radar were LB-30 Liberators which began to arrive in 
March 1942. 
46  The Leigh Light was a 22-million candlepower, 24-inch 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”) which enabled the Allies 

were able to triangulate the U-boats’ replies to U-Boat Command to within a mile of 

their source;   

• 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. 

 

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), 201447.  

 
47 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 

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


 

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 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 No.1, which was redesignated YD-171 and nicknamed 

“Herman the German”'48.  It was dismantled and transported across the Atlantic to Long 

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

was the largest crane in the docks. 

 

In 1996, the crane was moved to the Panama Canal, where it continued to perform heavy 

lifts for the maintenance of the locks. 

 

 
 
48  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. 
 



For nearly 50 years, the crane had served in Long Beach until, in 1994, following the 

closure of the shipyard, the US Government decided to sell it to the Panama Canal 

Commission, which also wanted to replace its old Ajax and Hercules cranes 

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 high and weighed 5,000 

tons. 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.  It was able to make lifts of up 

to 340 tons. 

 

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 and 

had a swastika on the iron handle. It was the 

most graphic evidence that gives an account 

of the historical past of 'Titan'.49 

 

A photograph of Titan taken by me in 2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
49  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


 

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. 



 



 



 

 


