
Chapter 24 

THE ARMED RESCUE BOATS (THE “CRASH BOATS”) 

 

Also based in Panama were armed rescue boats (performing a similar role to the air-

sea rescue launches operated by the RAF in the English Channel and North Sea during 

the war).  These were deployed to save aircrew who crashed or had to ditch their 

plane. During the war, the Emergency Rescue Boats were manned by USAAF1 

personnel and organised into Emergency Rescue Boat Squadrons (ERBS). They were 

officially designated Air Rescue Boats (ARB)2.  The 12th ERBS covered the Western 

Caribbean, including all of Panama and the surrounding waters of the Pacific, and part 

of South America.   

 

In Panamanian waters, also in use were the smaller 42-feet (13 metres)3 boats – or “The 

42-foot AAF Rescue Boat, Design 221-D”, as it was officially described in the operating 

manual issued by the USAAF.4  Built by boatbuilding companies in the US, and based on 

pre-war recreational craft designs, these were unarmed, all-wood and had twin petrol 

engines5, being intended for, and only really suitable for, close inshore rescue6.   

 

One of the duties also performed by the rescue boats was to ferry personnel and 

provide connections with San Jose Island in the Pearl Islands, about 50 miles off the 

mainland, where the Army was conducting chemical tests detailed in a separate 

Chapter. 

 
1  Postwar, from 1947, USAF crewed the boats.  The USAAC had been reorganised as the USAAF in 1941. 
2  In the early 1930s the US Navy discontinued using the term "crash boat" in favour of "aircraft rescue 
boat" and the Army appears to have preferred "air-sea rescue boat":  
https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=19  
3  Actually, 42 feet 4 inches (12.9 metres), according to the operational manual. 
4  https://uscrashboats.org/upload/42_Ft__Operator__s_Manual/42-
foot_AAF_Rescue_Boat_cu_1497987907.pdf  
5  Either a Kermath Sea Raider 6, or a Hall-Scott Invader 6 Marine Engine.  
6  There were five different types, of varying sizes, the 42-feet boats being the second-smallest (there were 
assorted types of 35-feet – 10.7 metres - or less).   

https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=19
https://uscrashboats.org/upload/42_Ft__Operator__s_Manual/42-foot_AAF_Rescue_Boat_cu_1497987907.pdf
https://uscrashboats.org/upload/42_Ft__Operator__s_Manual/42-foot_AAF_Rescue_Boat_cu_1497987907.pdf


 

P-258, a 42-feet ARB of 12th 
ERBS, Rey Island, Panama 
in 19457 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Crew of the P-2588  

The USAAC had employed rescue boats for several years prior to World War 2, but these 

were the result of efforts by local commanders at bases located near water.  However, 

after the Battle of Britain the US Army had sent a team to Britain to study the experiences 

 
7  P-258 was eventually shipped back to the US and ended up in use as a ferry between Bolling Field, 
Washington DC and the Pentagon. 
8https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Perso
n&ID=962  

https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Person&ID=962
https://airforce.togetherweserved.com/usaf/servlet/tws.webapp.WebApp?cmd=SBVTimeLine&type=Person&ID=962


of the British rescue boat system (known to the British as Air-Sea Rescue or ASR) and to 

report on RAF methods etc.  The team was impressed by the use of the armed, high-speed 

launches, manned by RAF crews, to recue airmen9. 

 

However, high-level planning for air-sea rescue operations did not get under way until late 

1942, despite such operations having in fact been underway for months.  There were 

inter-service problems, with the Navy wanting to have the responsibility, and also 

proposing that the US Coast Guard should have the responsibility in US waters.  However, 

the latter could not provide adequate coverage and, in any case, the Army wanted both 

the assets and the responsibility of rescuing its own aircrew. 

 

Discussions among the Joint Chiefs of Staff finally led to a letter in July 1943 that stated 

that each service should be primarily responsible for the rescue of its own aircrew and, by 

the Summer of 1943, USAAF planning for air-sea rescue had reached the point that 

definite recommendations could be made, with rescue operations assigned to the Water 

Transport Division of the Army Quartermaster Corps.   

 

The majority of the USAAF air rescue boats were used in the Pacific theatre, but with 

others on the US West Coast, in support of the training centres there.  Most were 

lightly armed or unarmed. 

 

 
9  In 1942, an agreement led to the RAF assuming responsibility for rescues of US 8th Air Force aircrew, this 
later being extended to other theatres of operations. 



It should, of course, be remembered that the rescue boats were only a part of the overall 

air-sea rescue resources available.  Aircraft played an equal, if not greater, role, with 

amphibious versions of the PBY 

Catalina (designated OA-10 by 

the Army) as the most common 

type involved for the task. 

 

A USAAF OA-10A Catalina amphibian in 
1944 

 

 

According to official USAF histories, while the Sixth Air Force based in Panama had 

responsibility for rescues in the Canal’s Pacific approaches, the major burden of actual 

rescue activities was borne by PBY Catalina flying-boats of one of the US Navy’s patrol 

wings with aircraft stationed both at Coco Solo in the Canal Zone, as well as in the 

advance bases, such as in Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands.  The Sixth Air Force 

would receive no dedicated air-sea rescue aircraft until Spring 1945. 

 

 
5-feet crash boat tied up at Cristobal Pier 9 in 
July 1953 – this example ended up postwar as 
the 370th EASR support boat10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10   http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof319.htm EASR stood for Engineer Amphibious 
Support Regiment. 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof319.htm


The 12th ERBS was only formally activated in June 1944, with a complement of 200 

officers and men and, initially, equipped with “antiquated” 104-feet (31.7 metres)11 

boats, described as being “hardly suitable for their rescue duties”.  The later allocation 

of 63-feet (19.2 metres)12 and newer 85-feet (26 metres)13 boats was said to greatly 

increase the unit’s effectiveness.14 

 

 The Rey Island Compound 1945-46  

 

At least one of the 42-feet boats based in Panama saw service in the US postwar.  In 

the early 1950s, the former P-258 was thought to be one of two 42-feet launches 

being used as a ferry boat, used by the Ferry Service with a 50-passenger capacity to 

cross the Potomac, taking staff officers from Washington DC to the Pentagon.15 

 

 
11  The largest of the crash boats, and also known as Class I or “104s”, they had three engines and a crew of 
12, and was large enough to be sent into the open ocean.  They were built by seven companies in the US. 
12  Also known as Class III or AVR (Auxiliary, Vessel, Rescue) Boats.  Constructed by five boatbuilders in the 
US, these could be armed with a pair of 0.50-inch machine guns and had a crew of seven or eight.  The same 
design was also used as “sub-chasers”, and even supplied to the USSR as patrol boats. 
13  Also known as Class II of ASR (Air Sea Rescue) Boats, these could be armed with two 0.50-inch machine 
guns or a 20 mm Oerlikon cannon (though some remained unarmed), and had a 12-man crew.  14 
boatbuilders in the US constructed this design, which was capable of being used to rescue aircrew far out to 
sea, having a range of around 2,500 miles (4,023 km). 
14  Air-Sea Rescue 1941-1952 (USAF Historical Division, Air University, 1954): 
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/AAFHS/AAFHS-95.pdf  
15  https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=18  

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/AAF/AAFHS/AAFHS-95.pdf
https://uscrashboats.org/cpage.php?pt=18


 


