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THE GERMAN THREAT? 

 

Which country was seen as the chief threat to the Panama Canal in World War 2?  Of 

course, the one that caused the most problems was Germany, through its U-boat 

campaign in the Caribbean.  However, Germany never really posed the type of threat that 

the bulk of the Canal’s defences were designed to counter.  It had no aircraft carriers1, and 

no substantial surface fleet capable to reaching the Canal undetected or unchallenged.  

Yes, it could have mounted surprise and/or nuisance or sabotage attacks using a 

commerce raider, or by using commandos landed from U-boat, but it lacked the ability to 

mount any sort of serious assault. 

 

In the lead up to the war, and certainly in the first few years of the war itself, Japan 

became the enemy cited as the main threat to the Canal.  The fear of a Japanese attack 

was heightened following the raid on Pearl Harbor, but no Japanese attack materialised, 

then or later, and even its submarines did not trouble traffic in the Pacific approaches to 

the Canal.  Admittedly, there would be a plan to launch an aerial attack using submarine-

launched aircraft later in the war, but by the time the boats were ready the opportunity 

had passed and the tide of war turned decisively against Japan. 

 

When the original big gun defences of the Canal had been constructed, at the time of 

World War 1, it was an attack by an enemy fleet, perhaps supplemented by landings of 

troops, that was seen as the obvious threat2.  While we now would imagine that the US 

 
1  Germany had laid down its first carrier, the Graf Zeppelin, in December 1936, and it was launched in 1940.  
However, it never entered service, as disputes between the Kriegsmarine and the Luftwaffe would delay 
the development of an air group, there was scepticism about the value of carriers that would slow the 
programme and, finally, the demands of the war prioritised other projects: 
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-
built-122791  
A second example was broken up before being launched and the Graf Zeppelin was scuttled, incomplete 
and unused, in 1945 – to be then raised by the Soviets and sunk as a target in 1947.  
2  However, unlike World War 2, Panama never actually declared war on Germany when the US did so in 
1917, although President Valdez did issue a proclamation saying it was Panama’s duty to act as an ally for 
protection of the Canal and national territory. 

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-built-122791
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/meet-infamous-graf-zeppelin-only-aircraft-carrier-nazis-ever-built-122791
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saw this threat coming from the Imperial German Fleet, by the time the US entered the 

war that fleet was effectively confined to its home ports3, and US war planning into the 

1930s contemplated a possible war with other countries, including Britain and Japan (with 

hostilities with each potential enemy addressed in a series of colour-coded war plans) – 

although heightened tension with Japan as the 1930s led to it being seen as the most 

likely adversary4. 

 

By May 1939, the joint Army-Navy Board, in the five “Rainbow” plans, anticipated war 

involving “England, France, and the United States on one side (possibly Russia also), and 

Germany, Italy, and Japan (possibly Spain also) on the other side”5, with Latin American 

states neutral but with the security of Panama (meaning, in reality, the Canal) among the 

primary concerns.  The final plan, Rainbow 5, adopted as the National Defense Policy of 

the United States in November 1941 envisioned the “Associated Powers” (the US, the 

British Commonwealth of Nations – less Ireland, the Dutch East Indies, Russia, the various 

governments in exile abroad, China and “Free French” forces) on one side and Nazi 

Germany, Fascist Italy, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria (and possibly Japan, Indochina, and 

 
3  During World War 1, commerce raiders (both warships and converted merchantmen) did threaten Allied 
shipping, as did U-boats, but neither was a realistic significant threat to the Canal, particularly as the US did 
not enter the war until 1917, by which time such threats had diminished. A German squadron had been 
present in the Pacific, and defeated a Royal Navy force in the Battle of Coronel in 1914, only then to be 
annihilated by a pair of British battlecruisers in a subsequent battle off the Falkland Islands in the South 
Atlantic later the same year. That was the last German naval force of any significance to come anywhere 
near Panama, and again years before the US entry into the war 
4  War Plan Orange was one of several colour-coded war plans, and this was the name for a series of joint 
Army/Navy plans anticipating war with Japan.  It evolved during the 1920s and 1930s, and was first formally 
adopted in 1924, with the final version dating from February 1938 (there had been something of a hiatus 
until 1931, during which time the government of Japan had, temporarily as it transpired, halted its 
programme of military expansion).  The Plan anticipated the US having to fight Japan alone, without allies.  
War Plan Orange in 1938, while later subsumed into the “Rainbow” plans, anticipated the US having to fight 
Japan alone, without allies.  While it failed to anticipate much of what turned out to be important in the 
subsequent war, including the ascendancy of the aircraft carrier, the campaign in the jungles of the South 
Pacific, and the kamikaze attacks, the Pacific campaign of 1943-44 and the approach to Japan in 1944-45 did 
follow the basic outline of Orange: http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm 
5  https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context=masters  

http://pwencycl.kgbudge.com/P/l/Plan_Orange.htm
https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context=masters
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Thailand), on the other.  This plan expected the full cooperation of the Latin American 

Republics (except perhaps Mexico)6. 

 

So, if the German fleet under Hitler (unless bolstered by the Italian fleet and vessels seized 

from a defeated France, and perhaps a defeated Royal Navy) was unlikely to pose any 

meaningful threat to the Canal, and the distances involved (even from potential Vichy 

French bases in Africa or the Caribbean) were too far for German bombers of the period 

to present a significant (or any sort of) threat7, what dangers did Germany and its 

activities pose for the Canal? 

 

In the 1930s, there was growing German influence and involvement in South America.   

Pre-war US military planning even considered the risk of a German/Italian seizure of the 

area around Natal in eastern Brazil8, to strengthen those countries’ strategic position in 

the South Atlantic9 - and from to thereby pose a threat to the Canal.  Operation Pot of 

Gold10 was a US plan of May/June 1940 to send over 100,000 soldiers to Brazil (the first 

10,000 by air) in response to growing Axis influence within the country; and at the first 

sign of an Axis move or a pro-Axis movement11.12.   

 

 
6  Rainbow 5 was published in full by the Chicago Tribune and Washington Times Herald just prior to Pearl 
Harbor, on 4 December 1941.  Their “scoops” detailed “top-secret” plans for an army of 10 million, 
including an expeditionary force of five million men that would invade Europe to defeat Hitler.  It is 
thought that President Roosevelt engineered the leak: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630 
https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-
leak/4189565419600/ 
7  Unlike the US and Britain, Germany never really developed a successful long-range strategic bomber (the 
Heinkel He 177 reached squadrons but was still a failure, the Focke Wulf FW 200 Condor was merely a 
converted transport type and effectively useless as a bomber), and its attempts to develop a very long-range 
“Amerikabomber” got nowhere. 
8  For a few notes about the base in Natal, see https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-
war-2-parnamirim-field/  
9  In fact, the US eventually negotiated use of base there in 1942. 
10  https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/  
11  A German plot uncovered in Uruguay during the last week in May 1940 helped to confirm US fears and 
also alarmed the Brazilians sufficiently for the latter to send 5,000 rifles to the Uruguayan army: 
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/  
12  https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/07430179408405630
https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-leak/4189565419600/
https://www.upi.com/Archives/1987/12/02/Historian-FDR-probably-engineered-famous-WWII-plans-leak/4189565419600/
https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
https://www.natalriograndedonorte.com/natal-during-world-war-2-parnamirim-field/
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/
https://codenames.info/operation/pot-of-gold/
https://media.defense.gov/2013/Sep/16/2001329866/-1/-1/0/AFD-130916-006.pdf
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By 1939, large groups of German nationals had settled in the various countries of Latin 

America, particularly Argentina, Brazil, and Chile13 – and in 1940 there were estimated to 

have been around 2,000 Germans (as well as 750 Italians and 400 Japanese) in Panama14. 

Germany maintained close contact with its expatriates through commerce, diplomatic 

representatives, and pro-Nazi social organisations.  

 

The coming to power of the Nazis had led to a change in German trade policy in respect of 

Latin America which sought to boosts its trade with the region at the expense of the US, 

taking advantage of the German-origin populations and pre-existing military links.  Hitler 

had told foreign diplomats that he thought that a German-dominated Europe could 

eventually displace the US as the principal trading partner of Latin America.  However, 

from a political perspective the Nazis were not that much interested in South America – 

although Hitler had cited the region it as the epitome of unwanted racial mixing.   

 

German commercial interests in Latin America depended to a large extent on trade with 

Germany and business organisations were subjected to appeals to patriotism and threats 

of interruption of trade.  The expatriate community allowed for the planting of espionage 

organisations by the German intelligence services - the Abwehr, and later on, the Reich 

Security Administration (RSHA), separately and in combination, were responsible for 

Germany's espionage operations both before and during World War 2.  It is said that Latin 

America was probably their major theatre or operations, but similar espionage 

organisations were established all over the world15.  Indeed, German established an 

 
13  It was estimated in 1939 that there were three million nationals of the Axis countries in Latin America, 
with a further six million who were of German or Italian descent or origin – the largest numbers were in 
Brazil and Argentina: The Game of the Foxes. The Untold Story of German Espionage in the United States and 
Great Britain During World War II by Ladlilas Farago (Bantam Books, 1971).   
14  In Panama, even the small town of Bocas had its share of German families, and in 1934 some 16 were 
listed, many being long-established14.  However, World War 2 was to see almost all these families deported, 
or interned in detention in the Canal Zone or the US, and few were to return.   
15  https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-
histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf  

https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf
https://www.nsa.gov/portals/75/documents/news-features/declassified-documents/cryptologic-histories/german_clandestine_activities.pdf


5 
 

important intelligence network in Panama, with 11 agents said to be living in the country, 

under the cover of roles in the shipping industry or using diplomatic cover.16   

 

In the period from the late 1930s until the Pearl Harbor attack, coups and other unrest in 

Latin America was routinely ascribed to the work of the Nazis – regardless of any evidence 

one way or the other17, anything could be interpreted as “evidence” of German infiltration 

or preparations for it18.  There were secret schemes run by the FBI in the US and the 

intelligence services in Latin America during the 1930s to identify potential security risks, 

over concern that Nazi elements might become a threat, or become established in Latin 

American states19.   A State Department document of February 1941 labelled many 

German groups in Latin America as subversive and claimed that they were “indispensable 

media for the operation of the Nazi system” and that “…virtually all the Reichsdeutschen 

[Germans born in Germany – though the document did concede that this only applied to 

the non-Jewish Germans] in Latin America are sincere supporters of the Nazi regime”20. 

 

In 1935, the share of German trade with Latin America doubled, and in 1936 it replaced 

the US as Brazil’s biggest trading partner.  At the time the US had some $5 billion invested 

in the region and Latin America took a third of the US industrial exports in several key 

sectors.  US concerns deepened as war approached, with a fear that the amounts owed to 

Latin America by Germany (largely due to methods of credit as “payment” adopted by 

Germany in the 1930s) could see countries unwilling to offend a country which could hold 

their payments hostage.  In 1939, Roosevelt told a group of US senators that the “whole 

 
16  The Game of the Foxes. The Untold Story of German Espionage in the United States and Great Britain 
During World War II by Ladlilas Farago (Bantam Books, 1971) 
17  1938 - Brazil and Chile; 1939 - Argentina; 1940 - Colombia; 1941 - Colombia and Bolivia. 
18  The most risible perhaps being an FBI graphic depicting 12,000 German residents of Bolivia lined up, in 
ranks resembling stormtroopers – whereas 8,500 of these were actually Jewish refugees from Germany and 
Austria. 
19  , The Shadow War: German Espionage and United States Counterespionage in Latin America during World 
War II by Leslie B Rout Jr and John F Bratzel (University Publications of America Inc) 
20  https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/ 

https://gaic.info/history/the-world-war-ii-latin-american-internment-program/
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threat” from Germany was wrapped up in an attempt to dominate world trade “and put 

an economic fence around the United States”. 

 

When war broke out in Europe, the chance of a German naval attack on the Canal – given 

the size and strength of the British and French navies – was considered low, and in any 

event the US remained neutral.   

 

One of the results of pre-war diplomatic moves by the US, allied to the Roosevelt 

Administration’s Good Neighbor Policy, and intended to counteract any potential Axis 

(particularly German) influence or sympathies in Latin America, was the Declaration of 

Panama of September 193921, which aligned Central American nations (a number of 

which, including Panama, had leaderships with some pro-German sympathies) align with 

the US in the creation of a maritime security zone (the Pan-American Security Zone)22.  An 

unstated element of the Declaration was a willingness to accept US leadership in the 

defence of the region.23.  As it was, it led directly to the establishment of the Neutrality 

Patrol and restricted German U-boat activity in much of the western Atlantic Ocean 

 

After President Roosevelt proclaimed neutrality in September 1939, a further move saw 

new regulations concerning the neutral status of the Canal Zone24, with other orders and 

proclamations following, so that the situation in the Canal Zone was soon almost as tightly 

controlled as during 1917- 18 – though the regulations at first only specified Germany, 

France, Poland, UK, India, Australia and New Zealand as belligerents25. 

 

 
21  https://loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1939DeclarationofPanama.pdf  
22  For a map showing the maritime security zone see - 
http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21 
23  https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd 
24  A Proclamation Prescribing Regulations Concerning Neutrality in the Canal Zone, 5 September 1939. 
25  Later Proclamations of Neutrality by the US were made in respect of vessels of South Africa, Canada, 
Norway, Belgium, Netherlands and Italy, though without corresponding regulations: Neutrality, Belligerency, 
and the Panama Canal by Norman J Padelford (The American Journal of International Law, Vol. 35, No. 1, 
January 1941). 

https://loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1939DeclarationofPanama.pdf
http://images.library.wisc.edu/FRUS/EFacs/1939v05/reference/frus.frus1939v05.i0004.pdf#page=21
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3672&context=etd
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The neutrality of the US and the Canal could and did cause complications at times.  For 

example, on 25 December 1939, the German merchant ship Dusseldorf arrived at Balboa 

with a British prize crew aboard.  It had been captured 20 miles (32 km) by the Royal Navy 

off the Chilean coast26.  The vessel sought transit for the Canal en route to a British port, 

and was allowed transit (albeit with an armed guard aboard – said to be to prevent the 

Germans aboard to jump ship).  It was cleared out from Cristobal the next day, despite a 

complaint lodged against the transit and clearance by the German Consul in Colón.  

Maritime law practice, as well as the Proclamation Concerning Neutrality in the Canal 

Zone27, that prizes (captured vessels) captured on the high seas could pass through, with 

members of the crew as prisoners.  Hence there was no reason why the Canal authorities 

should refuse transit.28 

 

A further issue arose when the ship reached Balboa, as the former steamship agent at 

Balboa aboard was taken to hospital, having been certified by the ship’s doctor as being 

critically ill.  He refused to go to a Canal Zone hospital, and so was taken into the Republic 

(where he held a permanent residence permit).  After an examination found he was not ill,  

he was returned to the Canal Zone and held at an immigration station pending further 

action29.  Eventually he was turned over to the British Vice-Consul at Cristobal and, 

reportedly, taken by armed Canadian sailors from the HMCS Assiniboine and hence to 

Bermuda to rejoin the Dusseldorf.30 

 

 
26  Prompting a complaint to the US Ambassador in Chile by its foreign ministry that this represented a 
violation of the security zone imposed around the Americas. 
27  And the 1901 Hay–Pauncefote Treaty with Britain. 
28  It was argued that the Canal was the normal route for a ship to cross from the Pacific to the Atlantic, and 
could not be compared to a violation of neutral territorial waters, such as was said to have happened with 
the German vessel Altmark, when in Norwegian waters (and whose route “bore no relation to normal 
navigation”).  The Royal Navy had claimed the right to sail uninspected through neutral waters since the 
1870s. (The Gathering Storm: The Naval War in Northern Europe September 1939 - April 1940 by Geirr H 
Haarr (Seaforth Publishing, 2013) 
29  https://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/27/archives/canal-zone-sifts-prisoners-status-german-whose-
appendicitis-delayed.html  
30  Neutrality, Belligerency, and the Panama Canal by Norman J Padelford (The American Journal of 
International Law, Vol. 35, No. 1, January 1941) 

https://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/27/archives/canal-zone-sifts-prisoners-status-german-whose-appendicitis-delayed.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1939/12/27/archives/canal-zone-sifts-prisoners-status-german-whose-appendicitis-delayed.html
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In 1940, the US moved to cancel contracts of Germans working for US companies in Latin 

America – just being German was enough, citizenship was irrelevant, it was “race” that 

mattered (this being somewhat ironic, given Nazi attitudes to “race”).  However, many 

companies continued to apparently put profit over patriotism, and in January 1941, no 

less than 17,000 US companies were warned that the government still expected them to 

dismiss their German employees – and that failure to do so would put any export licences 

at risk. 

 

On 17 July 1941, the first blacklist, more properly the “Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked 

Nationals”31 (see below), was issued by the US State Department, targeting all businesses 

thought to be pro-Nazi32.  It was based on information from various sources, including 

from diplomatic missions and from British sources.  A dedicated unit in the Department, 

the Division of World Trade Intelligence, was set up to compile the List.  While the List 

was, in essence, purely a US domestic measure, any foreign company doing business with 

a body on the List would itself be listed.33 

 

As with many wartime policies, national security and economic concerns went hand in 

hand.  This was the case not only with the US, but in many Latin American states where, 

when German (and Japanese) businessmen were displaced, the governments or their 

friends could step in and take over any property or business affected. 

 

 
31  Executive Order 8389.  See https://digital-
commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils  
32  Furthermore…”Wherever reference is made to “Proclaimed List nationals”, the term should be 
understood to include others to the extent that they are known to be acting for the benefit of such 
Proclaimed List nationals”: https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v06/d317 . 
33  it had been decided not to blanket list all Germans, in part because such a measure in World War 1 had 
resulted in serious economic disruption in Latin America – and the US had protested when the British had 
created a similar list in 1915, this causing knock-on damage to US economic interests.33 However, when the 
US joined World War 1 in 1917, it also adopted a similar broad-bush “Enemy Trade List” (so broad that it 
could affect anyone with a German surname).  This had resulted in a backlash, and sympathy for Germany 
and those affected. 

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2267&context=ils
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1941v06/d317
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It was true that some businesses owned by German parent companies did collaborate in Nazi 

efforts to spread propaganda, or provided cover for payment transfers involved in espionage 

etc.  Therefore, it could be argued that hurting companies like Bayer (owned by IG Farben) 

made sense from a security perspective.  In a prime example, the shipping lines, Hamburg-

America and North German Lloyd were particularly involved in maritime espionage. 

 

In 1941, the US created a further, secret list, the “Confidential List of Unsatisfactory 

Consignees”, used as a basis for the denial of export licences, prepared and used by the Office 

of Export Control in the State Department.  For example, licence for the supply of newsprint to 

any Latin American newspaper that might criticise the US34. 

 

Following resistance by Latin American governments, in January 1942, US diplomats told 

to consult with the governments affected over any future additions to the blacklist – as 

long as the government involved had broken relations with the Axis.  It still took over a 

year for the first such consultative bodies to be set up, and the US always retained to itself 

the power to delist someone.  The idea of a blacklist was replicated in some Latin 

American states35.   

 

There was a fear in the 1930s of an attack using secretly prepared airfields in nearby Latin 

American countries, with the presence in several of German airlines and the Nazi practice 

of mounting air operations with the aid of “students”, “tourists” and “civilian technicians”.   

It was felt at the time that certain Latin-American states seemed to offer opportunities for 

Nazi techniques of infiltration and engineered revolution36.   

 

 
34  However, some cases were more justified.  For example, in Costa Rica the publishing house of Antonio 
Lehmann was listed, even though he was a native-born Costa Rican.  He had participated actively in Nazi 
Party events, and printed all the propaganda doe the German Legation and Nazi-related organisations. 
35  For example, on 5 May 1941, the Diario Oficial (the Official Journal of the Republic) published the El 
Salvador blacklist: https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf  
36  The Army Air Forces in World War II (Princeton University, University of Chicago; Office of Air Force 
History Washington, DC) 1983: https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-
2.pdf 

https://gaic.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Lista-Negra-San-Salvador.jpg.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2010/Nov/05/2001329898/-1/-1/0/aaf_wwii-v1-2.pdf
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Immediately before the war, the US Army Chief of Staff George Marshall focused on how 

German aviation could facilitate a Nazi invasion of the Western Hemisphere, saying that - 

“German-controlled airlines in South America provided Germany the means for 

spreading Nazi propaganda, for communication with German agents and 

sympathisers in South America, and for familiarising German military personnel 

with South American terrain. They also provide bases which would be of great 

strategic value to an invader. Consequently, these airlines constitute a definite 

threat to the security of the United States in the event of war with Germany”.37 

This view was endorsed by Secretary of State Cordell Hull. 

 

German influence and military equipment that could be found in South America, and 

there was an Italian Military Mission in Ecuador, which had been involved in training the 

Ecuadorian army since the 1920s.  It was expelled under US pressure in 1940.38 

 

SCADTA 

 

Panama’s neighbour Colombia was home to around 7,000 Germans, where Germans also 

controlled the airline SCADTA39.  This had been formed in 1919 by a pioneer Austrian 

pilot40.   

 

The Colombian government closely monitored suspected Nazis, tapping their telephones 

and opening their mail.  It even pressured neighbouring Ecuador’s government to be 

 
37  US Global Defense Posture, 1783–2011 by Stacie L Pettyjohn (RAND Corporation, 2012): 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15  
38  https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more  
39  Socieded Colombo Alemana de Transportes Aerea (“Colombian-German Air Transport Company”).  It 
would later merge into the state-owned airline, SACO, forming the Colombian national carrier AVIANCA. 
40  SCADTA was founded in 1921 by Peter Paul von Bauer, an Austrian, who in World War 1 had been a pilot 
in the Imperial German Army’s air force (the Deutsche Luftstreitkräfte). 
In addition, the German aircraft manufacturer Junkers owned the Lloyds Aerea Boliviano airline in Bolivia, 
and a German airline Lufthansa owned, through a holding company, controlled airlines in Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Ecuador and Peru. 
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt24hrv8.15
https://guerrade1941.blogspot.com/2018/09/si-no-era-ecuador-toda-sudamerica-iba.html#more
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stricter with its own local Nazi party.  Nevertheless, Colombia was at the heart of US 

concerns over Nazi influence in South America. 

 

SCADTA was said to have produced photo-maps of Panama, from the Colombian coast to 

the Canal Zone, and to have supplied details to Germany of strategic areas in Panama, 

including the approaches to the Canal41.  In 1937, it began training German pilots in 

Colombia.  It had begun to train 70% more personnel than required for its existing or 

projected schedules, these being “enthusiatic young Nazis” brought from Germany.   

 

Diplomatic pressure on Colombia by the US had resulted in the German pilots being 

removed in 1940, and the airline was eventually bought out by Pan American World 

Airways in 1941, it having already acquired 80% of the airline42.  Pan American fired all 

SCADTA’s German staff bar the chief executive, and then discovered that SCADTA had 

begun building secret airfields at strategic locations in Colombia.   

 

PIÑAS BAY 

 

Another example at the nervousness over German presence in or near the Canal is 

provided in the circumstances surrounding Piñas Bay. 

 

In 1937, the US Navy became concerned about the activities of German colonists in the 

Piñas Bay and Darién regions, although reports had been received about the activities of a 

few German colonists in the area since the early 1920s43.   

 
41  In 1939, it was reported that photo murals of the Canal Zone at a scale of 1:100,000 were on the walls of 
a planning room at the high command in Berlin, and were reportedly shown to a sympathiser there during 
1938: https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
42  The US and Colombian governments forced the principal shareholder, founder and by now an 
Austrian industrialist, Peter Paul von Bauer, to sell his shares.  
43  Before World War 1 a London-based, German-owned company had attempted to acquire land in the 
area, with the stated aim of constructing a railway to service mining and other activities.  It ended up 
acquiring 10,000 hectares (24,700 acres) of land on the Atlantic coast near Punta Portogandf in 1911, and 
20,000 hectares (49,400 acres) in the Piñas Bay area on the Pacific coast in 1913 (the German promoter in 
the area was even made the local postmaster).  The British were suspicious of the motives of the operation, 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
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Piñas Bay is on the southern Pacific coast of Panama, in Darién province, and only some 35 

miles (56 km) from the border with Colombia.  The bay is described as being small and 

narrow, contained by two sections of land and, even today there are no roads for some 

100 miles (161 km).  Its remoteness was one reason why there would be British, and later 

American, suspicions of its use by German interests. 

 

In May 1938, the US Navy sent an investigating party to the area.  A little later it was 

reported that German interests had bought 5,000 hectares (12,350 acres) of land around 

the excellent anchorage provided by the bay, as well as two outlying islands.  The US 

authorities sought to acquire the land instead and, after consulting the War and Navy 

Departments, the State department proposed a five-year lease with an option to buy.  

However, Panama had also displayed interest in buying the property, assuring the US that 

the Germans would not be permitted to take possession (the Panamanian Government 

also not wanting US presence there).  In due course, the Panamanian Government bought 

the property44. 

 

INTERNMENT 

 

While Panama escaped most of the worst effects of World War 2 and, in some ways, 

benefited economically from the developments that took place, it did have a role in one 

somewhat mishandled aspect with some unpleasant characteristics (especially in respect 

of those of Japanese origin).  This involved the detention and deportation of those whose 

nationality or origin was of the Axis countries.   

 

 
and an Anglo-Japanese squadron of warships called at the deep and spacious waters of Piñas Bay in 
December 1914, asking questions about the operations there.  Towards the end of World War 1 the 
properties were put up for sale over unpaid taxes, eventually to be acquired by Swedish interests. 
44  German Interest in Panama's Piñas Bay, 1910-38 by Almon R Wright (University of Chicago Press: The Journal 
of Modern History, Vol. 27, No. 1, March 1955). 
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A memo dated 27 November 1941 from Commandant of the 15th Naval District based in 

the Canal Zone, detailed which types of person should be detained in the event of war was 

accompanied by lists of – 

• dangerous Axis sympathisers; 

• dangerous Germans; 

• dangerous Italian aliens; and 

• Japanese in the city of Colon. 

It recommended that all Japanese should be interned immediately, but that the detention 

of others should be limited to those considered most dangerous45. 

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941, after which Germany declared war 

on the US46, German and other Axis nationals, and potential sympathisers of other 

nationalities (including naturalised Panamanians), in the Canal Zone and Panama itself 

were rounded up47.  Those detained by the Panamanian authorities were turned over to 

the US authorities in the Canal Zone for internment at a camp at Balboa48.  A committee 

then decided who should be permanently detained.  As in the UK, some of those Germans 

who were detained had fled the Nazi regime, and in Panama this included at least one 

former inmate of the Buchenwald concentration camp. 

 

Exact figures are uncertain, but it is reported that, for example, that 1,813 internees were 

repatriated directly to Germany from Central and South America.  Numbers were also 

deported from Latin America to be interned in the US by the Immigration and 

 
45  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-
Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf  
46  On 11th December, the US reciprocating later the same day.  Italy also declared war on the US on the 
same day, and the US responded in kind.  Panama, together with a number of other small Latin American 
states, declared war on Italy and Germany on 13 December 1941.  Germany and Italy had declared war on 
the US on 11 December, the US responding the same day. 
47  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-
Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf  
48  Originally in tents, which was fine during the dry season in Panama, but more permanent structures 
would be required from early- to mid-1942, as the rains began. 

https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Priority-List-of-Dangerous-Aliens-in-the-Canal-Zone-Nov-27-1941.pdf
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Naturalization Service (INS) – including over 4,000 Germans49.  Although originally only 

males were deported, from November 1942, a new recommendation was that whole 

families should be deported to the US.  This followed situations where wives and children 

left behind in Panama found themselves impoverished and a source of anti-American 

propaganda and resentment.  However, there were other injustices, such as when 

refugees produced documents to show that they had been in concentration camps or had 

otherwise been persecuted, this was not considered proof of innocence50.  Of the 247 

Germans taken to the US from Panama 1941-1945, 30 were Jewish, and of these five had 

spent time in Nazi concentration camps.51 

 

It is said that while most Latin American nations did not round up Jews, or quickly released 

those taken into custody, in Panama and British Honduras the influence of anti-Semitic 

officials is said to have made these countries especially eager to include Jews (and, in 

Panama, with the added bonus of then being able to sequestrate their assets and 

businesses).  Additionally, a few Jews from Bolivia, Costa Rica, Honduras, and the 

Dominican Republic ended up interned52. 

 

THE U-BOAT THREAT 

 

As already mentioned, the chief German threat to the Canal during the war came from the 

U-boat campaigns in the Caribbean.  Between February and August 1942, no fewer than 

330 vessels were sunk by U-boats and Italian submarines in the Caribbean, its approaches 

 
49  3,317 of those of German origin were subsequently repatriated to Germany. 
50  It is reported that 81 Jews were noted to have been brought to the US from Latin America (Undue 
Process: the Untold Story of American’s German Alien Internees by Arnold Krammer; Maryland: Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers Inc, 1997). 
51  Jewish Internees in the American South 1942-1945 by Harvey Strum (American Jewish Archives Journal), 
1990: http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf 
Those deported to the US would have remained in internment until the end of the war, but the American 
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and the National Refugee Service learned of their plight and pleaded 
their case to American military and civilian authorities. By the middle of I 943, the US Government 
reclassified numbers as internees-at-large who could live outside the camps for the duration. 
52  http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf  

http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
http://americanjewisharchives.org/publications/journal/PDF/1990_42_01_00_strum.pdf
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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 Guianas53.  Even while neutral, at least 

seven Panama-flag vessels had been sunk before Pearl Harbor54, all in the North or South 

Atlantic.  However, within 18 months of the launch of the U-boat campaign, and despite 

the initial successes, the assault on Caribbean shipping was to become a significant 

failure55.   

 

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 – but note that with no 

mention of the Panama Canal in the German Navy’s instructions and, 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, and British Caribbean oil 

shipments declined from 67% of total British oil imports in 1941 to just 23% by 1943.  The 

supply of bauxite also fell dramatically, and by May 1942 the handful of U-boats involved 

had destroyed 22% of the Allied bauxite fleet. 

 

Despite the damage they wreaked, the submarines used were not ideal for the campaign, 

and found it increasingly difficult to effectively, and safely operate.  The Type IX56 boats 

used in what the US called the “Battle of the Caribbean” had to make the long journey to 

the Caribbean using only one engine to save fuel, and could only spend two to three 

weeks on station there before having to return home57. 

 
53  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). 
54  http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html  
55  Ibid. 
56  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  
57  This being before the introduction of milchkühe supply submarines. 

http://www.usmm.org/casualty.html
http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-ix.shtml
http://www.uboataces.com/uboat-type-ix.shtml
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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 Frontier58 to detect and 

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

minimal59.  Axis U-boat activity was highest in the Trinidad sector. 

 

Until June 1942, U-Boats had only entered the outer reaches of the Panama Sea Frontier.  

Then the SS Merimack, carrying supplies, 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 two more merchant vessels near Swan Island off Honduras, 

and three 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.   

 

As a result, the US Navy ordered the port of Cristobal, at the Atlantic end of the Canal, 

closed to outbound traffic and organised a “hunter-killer” group consisting of two 

destroyers, three MTB60 and PBY Catalina patrol flying-boats.  However, a British tanker 

bringing fuel to Cristobal was then sunk by two U-Boats within 75 miles (120.7 km) of the 

port, followed by two more vessels sunk off Santa Marta, Colombia and a schooner sailing 

ship off the Colombian coast.  Shortly after, a U-Boat entered Port Limon in neighbouring 

Costa Rica and sank a merchant ship, the SS San Pablo, in the harbour61. 

 

This brief outbreak of near-direct attacks affecting the Canal, although involving in all no 

more than five U-Boats saw on average a ship a day sunk over a two-week period.  It 

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

included anti-submarine nets at Port Limon in Costa Rica (after the embarrassment of the 

 
58  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. 
59  For information on shipping and U-boat losses in the Caribbean 1941-45: 
https://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm 
60  Motor torpedo boats (or “PT Boats” in US Navy parlance). 
61  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://uboat.net/maps/caribbean.htm
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U-boat actually entering the harbour), 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, of the U-153 on 13 July 1942.  There were no survivors.  Then, on 22 

August, a B-18 bomber sank a U-Boat, the U-654, off Colon, and once again there were no 

survivors. 

 

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 – affecting the large-scale construction programme of defence 

sites in Panama.  However, in October 1942, for the first time in six months, there were no 

losses to U-Boats in the Gulf of Mexico and Panama Sea Frontier areas62.  In fact, after 

January 1943, U-Boats were never again a major threat in the Caribbean.  Nevertheless, 

the Germans tried once more and, in October 1943, a minelaying U-Boat laid mines within 

four miles (6.4 km) of the Colon breakwater.  These caused no damage, and most were 

swept within a month63. 

 

In November 1943, a further attempt was made, with three U-boats entering the 

Caribbean.  When the first arrived in the Panama Sea Frontier area the sea defence forces 

were engaged in a tactical exercise with two transiting escort carriers in the Pacific, on the 

other side of the isthmus.  Alerted by a sighting near Curacao, available 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 Liberty ship, 75 miles (120.7 km) 

off the entrance to the Canal.  The U-Boat then escaped searching aircraft, while all 

 
62  However, in November, losses to U-Boats rose in the Trinidad area 
63  The U-Boat involved went on to laid off the Gulf of Paria, Venezuela, again with little or no effect. 
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unescorted shipping and some convoys stopped, with some convoys rerouted along the 

Mosquito Coast.  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.   

 

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 three ships of 15,000 tons 

were lost to U-Boats.  However, by June 1943, it seemed clear to those stationed in the 

Canal Zone that the submarine threat had diminished, at least for the time being64. 

 

Mines were another hazard for shipping using the Canal, often being laid by U-boats.   

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

265, 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), then a Crescent City Class transport serving with the US Navy struck a mine 

off the Canal Zone and had to put into Balboa for repairs66.    

 

GERMAN MONKS IN THE AMAZON 

 

In October 1941, the FBI was warned about a suspected secret German airbase being built 

in the Amazon, and which might be used for an attack on the Panama Canal.  Subsequent 

US Army intelligence reports said that a large amount of fuel had been seen on a ship 

sailing up the Beni River in Bolivia towards the Amazon – at a time when petrol was 

rationed and in short supply.  Further reports claimed that a group of German monks 

living in the Amazon were suspected of stockpiling fuel and materials for a secret 

 
64  American Aviation Historical Society Journal, Winter 2012. 
65  http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html 
66  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). 

http://www.usmm.org/mineships.html
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Luftwaffe base.  It appears that military leaders decided the bizarre-sounding scheme was 

simply not possible67. 

 

PROJECT PELIKAN 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the Germans would plan to somehow attack or sabotage 

the Canal and its operations.  It is even claimed that they planned an attack68, also known 

as Projekt 14, using Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, transported by U-Boat, in a manner similar 

to that planned by the Japanese69.70 

 

In April 1939, Herman Goering, commander of the Luftwaffe is said to have claimed the 

“two of my bombs, dropped in Culebra Cut, would disable the Panama Canal in ten 

minutes”.71 

 

Germany had developed a version of the Stuka with folding wings, intended for use on the 

incomplete aircraft carrier Graf Zeppelin.  In development 1937-39, this Ju 87C variant 

never entered production.  Intended as a dive- and torpedo-bomber, and designed to be 

launched from a catapult, two prototypes flew in 1938 and test flown, including catapult 

launches. 

 

 
67  http://theappendix.net/posts/2012/11/declassified-nazi-monks-against-the-panama-canal  
68  Project Pelikan, see https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
69  The gist of the plan in 1943 is said to be the transporting of two Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers, with folding 
wings about U-boats to an unnamed Colombian island near the Panamanian coastline, where they would re-
assembled, armed and despatched to attack the Gatun spillway, and thus cripple the Canal’s operations. 
Apparently in effect a one-way mission, any survivors were to escape via an unnamed South American 
country. 
70  https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/  
71  https://www.lavanguardia.com/historiayvida/historia-contemporanea/20220409/8179115/planes-eje-
atacar-canal-panama.html  

http://theappendix.net/posts/2012/11/declassified-nazi-monks-against-the-panama-canal
https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/
https://coronadoconciergepanama.com/plot-destroy-panama-canal-world-war-ii/
https://www.lavanguardia.com/historiayvida/historia-contemporanea/20220409/8179115/planes-eje-atacar-canal-panama.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/historiayvida/historia-contemporanea/20220409/8179115/planes-eje-atacar-canal-panama.html
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Planning is said to have begun in 194172, and in late 1943 the Wehrmacht had completed 

its preparations to transport two Junkers Ju 87 Stuka73 two-seat dive-bombers, modified 

with folding wings, on two U-boats to an unnamed Colombian island.  There they would 

be reassembled, armed with “special bombs” and used to attack Gatun Dam.  Following 

the attack, they were to fly to a neutral country and seek internment. 

 

The plan was said to have been called off at the last minute, amid claims that it had been 

betrayed. 

 

It has been reported that there was no mention of the plan made during interrogation of 

former Abwehr (military intelligence) officers by Allied counterintelligence, but others 

claim that a dossier containing plans for sabotage of the Canal was captured after the 

war74.  These plans included landing of agents, or agents already in place, to carry out 

attacks.  It was also said that, in 1939, Goering had discussed using one or more long-

range Focke Wulf FW 200 Condor bombers (though these were not yet in production) to 

attack the locks.   

 

Postwar, a former RSHA75 (that is, not Abwehr) agent in the US during the war, Erich 

Gimpel, claimed that the attack by Stukas had been intended to target an “overflow weir” 

(a spillway).  It was said that the decision to attack the spillway was made after consulting 

a German engineer who had worked on the Canal project in 1905. 

  

 
72  Spy for Germany by Erich Gimpel (1957); reprinted in translation as Agent 146; the true story of a Nazi spy 
in America (St Martin's Press, 2002). 
73  Stuka being an abbreviation of Sturzkampfflugzeug (“dive-bomber”). 
74 The Game of the Foxies: the Untold Story of German Espionage in the United States and Great Britain 
during World War II by Ladislas Farago (David McKay Co, New York, 1971). 
75  The Reichssicherheitshauptamt was an organisation subordinate to Heinrich Himmler in his dual capacity 
as Chef der Deutschen Polizei (Chief of German Police) and Reichsführer-SS, as the head of the SS.  It 
replaced the Abwehr in the foreign intelligence role in 1943. 
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THE GERMAN SPY RINGS IN CHILE 

 

In 2017, Chile’s investigations police declassified the files of a special unit called 

Department 5076.  This group had hunted for German spy rings during the war.  

 

Chile had declared war in 1943, despite having a sizeable German minority and close 

trading links with Germany.  Despite the moderate government having eventually 

declared war the country played no active part in the war, though it did supply raw 

materials.   

 

German spies in the port of Valparaiso had monitored Allied merchant ships and listened 

in on Chilean naval communications.  The spies also intercepted radio communications of 

the Chilean navy and then used sophisticated radio equipment and code to send 

encrypted messages to Germany77.   The documents unveiled in 2017 revealed that a cell 

in the port of Valparaiso were planning to bomb the Panama Canal, though they offered 

no details of the plot78.  It was said that it was a separate cell that had planned an attack 

on the Canal.  The files also revealed that young members of families of German descent 

in southern Chile had received paramilitary training. 

 

A SECRET MISSION CARRING DEPORTED “ENEMY AGENTS” 

 

A secret mission was carried out by 12 C-47 Skytrain of the 20th Transport Squadron 

based in Panama, which transported 220 German, Japanese and Italian prisoners 

from La Paz, Bolivia, to Panama in May 1944.   

 

 
76  The files were transferred to the national archives. 
77  https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151  
78  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-
show-180963836/  

https://www.dw.com/en/chile-police-unveil-declassified-wwii-nazi-spy-documents/a-39377151
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/chile-foiled-nazi-plot-attack-panama-canal-documents-show-180963836/
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They were thought to be the remaining agents of the Nazi Abwehr military 

intelligence network in South America79, and had been apprehended by the FBI with 

the help of the Bolivian and Chilean governments and it is believed that some were 

imprisoned for the duration in Panama while others were sent to prisoner of war 

camps in the US.80 

 

 

Ray Todd 

Panama City 

Republic of Panama 

22 October 2022 

 
79  Abwehr – meaning “defence” in German (a cover given to this counterintelligence group in order to 
disguise its espionage functions) began as an intelligence arm of the German Army which, in 1928, merged 
with the German Navy’s espionage unit under the Ministry of Defence.  It later evolved into a department 
under the OKW (the High Command of the Armed forces), and the military espionage agency of World War 2 
80  https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm 

https://www.historynet.com/book-wings-over-the-canal-dan-hagedorn-avh.htm

