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THE GENUINE THREAT – THE PLANNED JAPANESE ATTACK ON THE PANAMA CANAL 

 

For all the fears and scares, Panama and the Canal Zone survived World War 2 more or less 

untouched – if one puts to one side the massive expansion of defence and related facilities 

in the Canal Zone, the bases established throughout the Republic, the constant military and 

naval activity, accidents and friendly fire incidents, and the U-boats that never really got 

that close to the Canal1. 

 

However, just as the threat levels in the Canal Zone were being reduced, the Japanese were 

not only formulating an attack on the Canal, but were developing the tools needed – large 

aircraft-carrying submarines and a new design of seaplane for them to carry. 

 

In Panama in April 1943, with the defence status downgraded from Defense Category “D” to 

“B”, there was a corresponding reduction in the number of patrol tracks expected to be 

flown each day by aircraft protecting the Canal approaches2.    

 

When the Caribbean Defense Command based in the Canal Zone had first been set up in 

1941, its mission had been seen as necessitating it being placed under Defense Category 

“D”, the highest possible category and indicating the threat of actual or impending 

hostilities.  The stated reason for this was that there had been a real fear of sabotage, 

revolts, and disorder due to Axis/Japanese presence within the Command’s area of 

responsibility at the beginning of the war (that is in neighbouring countries and nearby 

islands).   

 

However, in a letter dated 10 September 1943, the War Department told the Commanding 

General that it was expected that the entire Caribbean Defense Command would undergo 

the same reduction in Defense Category as had been given to the Antilles Department3, by 

 
1  See http://raytodd.blog/2022/11/08/panama-and-the-u-boats/  
2  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/  
3  Like the Panama Canal Department, this was an administrative sub-area of the Caribbean Defense Command 
and had been established on 1 July 1939, originally as the Puerto Rico Department, being renamed on 1 June 
1943, when it was assigned responsibility over a much larger area, encompassing such places as Cuba, 
Trinidad, and the British West Indies. 

http://raytodd.blog/2022/11/08/panama-and-the-u-boats/
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-ii/
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the middle of the following year.  This would see the threat level reduced to Defense 

Category A, indicating an area of least military concern.4 

 

During March 1944, preparations were being made to reduce or remove even anti-aircraft 

defences in many areas of the Caribbean Defense Command, on the reasonable grounds 

that, by that stage in the war, an air attack of any sort by the remaining Axis forces was 

extremely unlikely.5 

 

Matters had been much different only a few years earlier.  Even before the attack on Pearl 

Harbor, there had been fears that the Japanese could launch an attack on the Canal using 

aircraft carriers.   However, after the Battle of Midway in June 1942, the depletion of the 

Imperial Japanese Navy’s carrier fleet, and the fact that the remaining ships were needed in 

the battles in the Pacific, meant that a realistic threat (of any significance at least) to the 

Canal had gone.  However, there was in fact a definite Japanese plan to attack the Canal 

using aircraft, but not using aircraft carriers6. 

 

Whereas the Canal, and particularly its locks, could have been damaged or blocked by a ship 

carrying a large amount of explosives, or scuttled, its greatest vulnerability to air attack was 

likely to be in supporting installations7.  The US Navy had estimated that a bomb of up to 

1,100 lb (500 kg) exploding in a filled lock 25 feet (7.6 metres) from the gates would do 

negligible damage, but that one that exploded just 5 feet (1.5 metres) from the gates, or a 

250 lb (113 kg) bomb within 3 feet (1 metre), could damage or destroy the lock plates 

sufficient to put the gate out of commission.  However, as Barnes Wallis had found when 

researching how to attack the dams of the Ruhr, actually placing the requisite explosive 

charge in just the right place to do the maximum damage was highly difficult.  As with the 

 
4  A History of the United States Caribbean Defense Command (1941-1947) by Cesar A. Vasquez (Florida 
International University, FIU Electronic Theses and Dissertations No. 2458, 2016): 
https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458 
5  Ibid. 
6  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  
7  To illustrate the vulnerability of ancillary installations, in 1943 a USAAF aircraft was accidentally downed by a 
“killer curtain” defence system meant to protect the Pedro Miguel Locks.  The crashing aircraft fell across the 
44,000-volt transmission line for the railway that ran alongside the Canal, disrupting the power systems and 
blocking traffic.  Also vulnerable were the slipway weirs at the Madden Dam and alongside the locks, which 
helped maintain water levels in the Canal. 

https://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/etd/2458
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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German dams, anti-torpedo nets would protect the lock gates, effectively ruling out the 

most obvious weapon. 

 

In 1939, a study by staff and maintenance engineers considered how vulnerable the Canal 

Zone was to air attack, how much damage could be done by high-explosive bombs of 

various sizes, and how large an enemy force would be required to put the Canal out of 

action.  A replica of one level of the Miraflores Locks was built at Rio Hato in Panama, and 

this was attacked by aircraft using bombs of different sizes from different heights, with 

aircraft making attack runs from 4,000 to 15,000 feet (1,220 to 4,500 metres)8.  The project 

concluded that installations were vulnerable, a relatively small force was required (well 

within the capabilities of several foreign powers), and the best protection was an adequate 

air defence.  The outcome was forwarded to the War Department in March 1939, with the 

commander of the US Army Air Force 19th Wing in Panama urging a reorganisation of the air 

defences9. 

 

In 1942, acknowledging that the Imperial Japanese Navy lacked the capability to launch a 

major attack on the Canal using its aircraft carriers, its commander, Admiral Yamamoto, 

came up with a daring plan10.  The War Ministry approved the plan and in December 1942 

issued orders for the construction of 18 very large submarines, the I-400 Class11.  This was 

later cut back to just nine boats, partly due the shortages of steel.  The final design of the 

submarines was completed in May 1942. 

 

The submarine design was originally conceived as a means to attack coastal cities of the 

Continental US, perhaps with germ warfare (see below).12 

 
8  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j   
9  Air Defense of the Panama Canal, 1 January 1939 – 7 December 1941 (Army Air Forces Historical Office), 
January 1946: https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf   
10  The captain of the I-401 maintained that the plan probably originated lower down the command chain. 
11  https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-400-foot-aircraft-launching-
submarine-1.258067 
12  The captain of the I-401, Lieutenant Commander Nobukiyo Nambu, had been commander of the I-17 when 
it shelled Santa Barbara in February 1942, in an incident that inspired Steven Spielberg’s movie “1941”.  It is 
said that Yamamoto envisaged attacks on Washington DC, New York, San Francisco and Los Angeles – and to 
attack East Coast targets the I-400 class would need the very long range: https://www.historynet.com/japans-
panama-canal-buster.htm 

https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-400-foot-aircraft-launching-submarine-1.258067
https://www.stripes.com/news/researchers-unravel-the-mystery-of-japan-s-400-foot-aircraft-launching-submarine-1.258067
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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The carriage of aircraft by submarines was not a novel idea, the French and British had both 

built aircraft-carrying vessels – the British abandoning them after accidents, while the 

French Navy’s Surcouf might have played a part in World War 2 if it had not mysteriously 

disappeared while on its way to Panama in 194213.  The Japanese had even used a smaller 

aircraft-carrying submarine to make an attack on the US West Coast in 194214.  The much 

larger I-400 class, also known as Sen-Toku (“special submarines”) was intended to carry 

three monoplane floatplanes in a sealed tube-shaped container on the foredeck, in 

additional to having a gun and torpedo armament.   

 

In fact, the Imperial Japanese Navy was the only navy to use submarine-launched aircraft 

during World War 2.  When the war started it had no less than 11 such submarines, each 

carrying a single reconnaissance floatplane.  During the war it would deploy a total of 41.15 

 

Carrying between 157 and 200 officers, crew and passengers (a typical US submarine, 

themselves large, carried around 80 men), not only were the I-400 then the largest 

submarines ever built, they would remain so for nearly 20 years more, until the large 

nuclear ballistic missile submarines appeared. 

 

The I-400 class were 400 feet (122 metres) long, with a draught of 23 feet (7 metres) and a 

surface displacement of 5,220 tons (4,735 tonnes).  It could travel 37,500 nautical miles 

(43,154 miles, 69,450 km) at 14 knots (16.1 mph, 26 kmh) while surfaced, equivalent to 

travelling 1½ times around the world without refuelling (f the fuel was available, which 

would be a problem for Japan by the end of the war).  It maximum speed on the surface was 

18.75 knots (21.6 mph, 34.7 kmh), and 6.5 knots (7.5 mph, 12 kmh) when submerged. 

 

I-400 was laid down at Kure Naval Arsenal in western Honshu on 18 January 1943.  I-401 and 

I-402 were laid down at the Sasebo Naval Arsenal on western Kyushu.  I-403 was to be built 

 
13  https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/40369  
14  A B1-class submarine, of 2,584 tons (2,344 tonnes) displacement, the I-25 used a Yokosuka E15K “Glen” 
floatplane which dropped bombs on two occasions, setting fire to forests in Oregon. 
15  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm 

https://wordpress.com/post/raytodd.blog/40369
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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by Kawasaki Heavy Industry Company at Kobe.  I-404 was begun in February 1944 at the 

Kure Naval Arsenal – she was sunk there in July 1945 by US Navy aircraft, when 90% 

complete.  Contracts for I-406 to I-417 were formally cancelled in March 1945.16 

 

While on their way to Panama, the I-400 submarines would have had to deal with the risk of 

Allied sea and air attack, as well as heavily mined waters.  They were equipped with torpedo 

tubes, like normal submarines, using the Type 95 torpedo (a smaller version of the famous 

Type 93 “Long Lance”)17, with eight torpedo tubes, all in the bow.  The armament when 

surfaced included a 5.5-inch (140 mm) deck gun, and three triple-barrel 25mm anti-aircraft 

cannon on the roof of the hangar, with another on the sail (conning tower).  The boat 

carried air and surface search radars, as well as a radar warning receiver.  It also featured a 

twin-cylinder pressure hull design (a concept later used for the Soviet Typhoon-class ballistic 

missile submarine in the 1980s).18  

 

The aircraft to be used in the attack was to have been the Aichi M6A1 Seiran19, a two-seat, 

twin-float, single-engine monoplane, of greater capability than the biplane types previously 

used.  Unlike previous aircraft designed for use from submarines, which had been chiefly 

intended for reconnaissance and spotting, the M6A1 was purely intended as an offensive 

weapon.  It was designed by Aichi’s chief engineer, Toshio Ozaki, and built in the 

company’s Nagoya factory.20   

 

Each of the I-400 Class had a watertight hangar on deck, 115 feet (35 metres) long and 

capable of accommodating up to three Seirans.  The hangar was so large that the conning 

tower had to be offset 7 feet (2.1 metres) to port of the centreline to accommodate 

it.  The Seirans could be launched using a 36-metre (120 feet) long compressed-air catapult 

 
16  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
17 The oxygen-powered Type 95 travelled nearly three times further than US torpedoes, carried more 
explosives, left virtually no wake, and were the second-fastest torpedoes built during the war (after the Type 
93): https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm  
18  https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-
2.html  
19  M6A1 is the Imperial Japanese Navy designation.  “Seiran” translates literally as “Blizzard attacking the 
summit of a mountain when seen against an indigo blue sky”: https://original-
ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
20  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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mounted on the forward deck21.  It was said that a well-trained crew of four men could roll 

out a Seiran on a collapsible catapult carriage, attach the plane's floats and have it readied 

for flight in approximately seven minutes.  A collapsible hydraulic crane was used to lift 

returning aircraft back on board.   

 

The first prototype Seiran flew in November 1943, with production begun in early 1944, and 

the first operational example was ready in October 1944.  A land-based pilot-trainer version 

with a retractable wheeled undercarriage was also developed22.  It was powered by an 

Aichi-built Atsuta liquid-cooled V12 engine (a version of the Daimler-Benz DB 601A, which 

the Luftwaffe used in the Messerschmitt Me 109).  The Seiran had two crew, a pilot and an 

observer - who also manned the rearward-facing defensive 13mm (0.5 inch) machine gun.  

To fit into the hangar, which was just 11 feet 6 inches (3.5 metres) wide, the aircraft had 

folding wings that rotated by 90 degrees and folded alongside the fuselage.  Part of the 

tailplanes and the fin also folded.  The floats would be detached and stored separately, 

along with their support pylons and spare parts23.  The aircraft had a wingspan of 40 feet 3 

inches (12.3 metres), and was 38 feet 2 inches (11.6 metres) long.  Its maximum speed was 

474 mph (295 kmh) at 17,060 feet (5,200 metres).  Its combat radius was 641 nautical miles 

(737 miles, 1,187 km). 

 

The Seiran would be painted to resemble USAAF aircraft, with false markings24, and would 

first fly toward Urabá in Colombia and then attack the Canal at dawn, targeting the Gatun 

Locks. After returning to their launch point, the pilots would abandon their aircraft and 

swim towards their respective submarine(s).25 

 

 
21  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm 
22  Aichi completed the first prototype in 1943, and the Navy ordered production to commence immediately.  
The original production run of 44 was eventually reduced to 28 -including two M6A-1K Nanzen (“South 
Mountain”) land-based trainer examples, due to the cost and shortages of materials – not to mention two 
major earthquakes and the relentless bombing by US B-29 bombers of Japan.  It has been claimed that a single 
M6A1 cost 50 times more to produce than 50 Zero fighters: https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-
canal-buster.htm  
23  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm 
24  Such markings were applied in July 1945 before the planned attack on the US fleet at Ulithi Atoll. 
25  https://www.critica.com.pa/nacional/cuando-japon-preparo-ataque-al-canal-de-panama-617766  

https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
https://www.critica.com.pa/nacional/cuando-japon-preparo-ataque-al-canal-de-panama-617766
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A large-scale model of the Gatun Locks was built to practice the use of torpedoes by the 

Seirans, but training conditions proved extremely difficult, with heavy Allied air attacks and 

mining of coastal waters. 

 

Another problem was by this stage of the war, there were not enough experienced pilots for 

the mission and two Seiran were lost during training.  In fact, only one pilot employed had 

the required torpedo experience, so it was decided that the Seiran would carry a single large 

bomb instead of a torpedo.  With floats attached, the it could carry a single 551 lb (250 kg) 

bomb.26 

 

One can see what the Seiran looked like, as the Smithsonian National Air and Space 

Museum in Washington DC restored and has on display the last surviving example 

postwar27. 

 

By mid-1943, circumstances had changed, and support for the Yamamoto plan had reduced 

(and anyway he had been killed in April 1943).  By then six hulls had been begun, but the 

Navy decided that no more I-400 would be laid down.  Of those begun, one (I-402) was to be 

completed as a supply/tanker submarine, and only two other boats28 (I-400 and I-401) were 

to be fully completed – although work on the I-403, I-404 and I-405 was begun in 1944, the 

building programme for the vessels was formally cancelled in March 1945.  Construction of 

I-403 and I-405 had by then been suspended, and the I-404 destroyed in an aircraft attack in 

1945 when 90% complete and having been launched. 

 

Hence, only the I-400 and I-401 were available for the planned attack on the Canal, having 

been completed in December 1944 and January 1945 - the I-402 was only ready for 

operation as the war ended.  However, the I-402 was converted into a fuel tanker but never 

saw active duty.29 

 
26  Without floats it could accommodate a 1,764 lb (800 kg) bombload, 
27  https://airandspace.si.edu/collection-objects/aichi-m6a1-seiran-clear-sky-storm/nasm_A19630308000  
This was the last airframe built (serial number 28).  Navy Lieutenant Kazuo Akatsuka ferried it to Yokosuka in 
1945 where he surrendered it to an US occupation contingent. 
28  Submarines are always “boats”, not “ships”, regardless of size, it seems because the very first examples 
were very small and only manned when in use. 
29  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm 

https://airandspace.si.edu/collection-objects/aichi-m6a1-seiran-clear-sky-storm/nasm_A19630308000
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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The eventual plan called for the two large submarines to be accompanied by two smaller 

B1-type vessels, such as had made the earlier attacks on the US (but adapted to carry two 

floatplanes, rather than the normal single aircraft)30.  The exact details of the plan to attack 

the Canal are not known.  However, it seems that a total of 10 Seirans were to be used, six 

with torpedoes and four with bombs. 

 

In March 1945, the Vice-Chief of the Naval General Staff is said to have had a plan to use the 

Seirans to attack the US with biological weapons (which the Japanese were developing at 

secret sites in Manchuria, and had used on several occasions against cities in China – see 

below31), specifically against a US West Coast city, and in retaliation for the firebombing of 

Tokyo.  The plan was rejected by the chief of the Army General Staff, and the Panama Canal 

instead became the planned target.32 

 

In January 1945, the two I-400 Class began their shakedown cruises and catapult-launch 

training.  Trials established that a notional maximum bomb or torpedo load of 800 kg could 

be carried by the M16A1.  Operational training was scheduled to begin in April 1945.   

 

However, fuel was in severe shortage in Japan, and the submarines could not obtain enough 

diesel for their mission.  Hence, in April, the I-401 was to be sent to Manchuria to fetch 

more fuel, but was then damaged by a mine and the I-400 was sent instead. 

 

After Germany surrendered in May 1945 the need to block the Canal, and thus prevent the 

anticipated flow of men and materials that would be transferred to the Pacific theatre, 

became seemingly even more important.  By the start of June, the submarines were ready 

for operational training, and practised assembly and launch of the Seirans, night launches, 

submerging and surfacing. 

 

 
30  In December 1944, the 1st Submarine Flotilla was formed, with the I-400, I-401, and the smaller I-13 and I-
14, which were modified to carry two Seirans each.  The flotilla’s commander had been in charge of (often 
forgotten, and unsuccessful, midget submarine attacks on Pearl Harbor designed to accompany the air attack 
in December 1941).  He shot himself after surrendering the submarines in August 1945. 
31  https://nuke.fas.org/guide/japan/bw/  
32  https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm 

https://nuke.fas.org/guide/japan/bw/
https://www.historynet.com/japans-panama-canal-buster.htm
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However, in July 1945, the plan was cancelled, with the submarines and aircraft involved to 

be diverted to defence of the home islands.  The flotilla then set sail in July 1945 for a 

planned attack on US aircraft carriers at Ulithi Atoll33, with the Seirans from the I-400 and I-

401 intended to be expended in kamikaze attacks on US aircraft carriers and troop 

transports, but the mission was called off after I-400 failed to rendezvous with its sister, and 

the vessels were ordered to return to Japan. The mission was postponed until 25 August, 

but was never to be carried out. 

 

The I-400 and I-401 surrendered to the US forces in 27 and 29 August 1945.  Thoroughly 

examined by the US Navy, and having been removed to Pearl Harbor (although no-one was 

willing to risk a dive), they were scuttled on 4 June and 31 May 1946, after the Soviet Union 

asked for access to them34. 

 

One can speculate how successful an attack could have been.  It seems likely that, had the 

submarines reached their objective undetected, surprise would have been total, as by 1944 

the aerial capability of the Imperial Japanese Navy (i.e. its aircraft carriers) had diminished 

considerably, and the perceived threat it presented similarly reduced.  In fact, in December 

1944, a senior US Army Air Force officer flew a P-51 fighter at low-level from one end of the 

Canal to the other, without being challenged or shot at. 

 

Postwar planners determined that, in fact, a successful attack on the Canal would have 

actually required a force of the equivalent of four of the large Midway-class aircraft carriers, 

with their usual escorting fleet, and some 250 aircraft. 

 

The only (relatively) successful attack on the Americas by Japan involved, in an effort to 

bolster morale following the Doolittle air raid on Tokyo, the use of balloons laden with high-

explosive and incendiary bombs against US territory.  The Fu-Go project called for sending 

bomb-carrying balloons from Japan to set fire to the vast forests of the US, in particular 

 
33  The I-13 was sunk whilst on the way, while the I-401 was shelled by a Japanese shore battery. 
34  The Japanese TV network NHK was granted access to the I-400 (it legally being US Navy property) for a 
documentary that included bringing up boat’s bell: https://www.history.navy.mil/about-
us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html  

https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
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those of the Pacific Northwest.  It was hoped that the fires would create havoc, dampen 

American morale, and disrupt the US war effort.  It was originally intended to launch these 

balloons from submarines stationed offshore but, when this proved to be impracticable, 

they were released from Japan itself – with some 9,000 eventually launched, but only a 

small percentage of them ever reaching the North American continent, the first being 

reported in November 194435 

 

POSTSCRIPT 1: OPERATION PX 

 

As mentioned, there were at least tentative plans to use the I-400 submarines and the 

aircraft to attack the Continental US using germ warfare, with materials developed at the 

secret germ warfare base, Unit 731, in Manchuria.  Given the range of the I-400 class of 

submarines36, they could have even reached the East Coast of the US, via Cape Horn, and 

returned. 

 

It was proposed to deploy bubonic plague, typhus, anthrax, cholera and dengue fever bacilli 

and, as mentioned above, the chief advocate was said to be Vice-Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa, 

the Vice-Chief of the Naval General Staff.  The plan was called Operation PX37, and involved 

infected fleas.  The plan was said to have been suggested by Shiro Ishii, the Director of Unit 

731 (see below).  It would have been a one-way mission, with San Diego (home of the US 

fleet on the West Coast) the chosen first target38.  However, the plan was apparently 

rejected March 1945. 

 

Between 1932 and 1945, Japan had experimented with biological weapons, including testing 

on humans, and had been making significant progress learning about traditional biological 

warfare agents like botulism and anthrax. 

 
35  https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-history-dept/2015/01/20/375820191/beware-of-japanese-balloon-
bombs and https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops 
36  As mentioned, they were theoretically capable of circumnavigating the world 1½ times without refuelling. 
37  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=poS2pZ1tCzg  
An alternative name was Operation Cherry Blossoms at Night, and reportedly called for attacks (at least 
initially) on cities in Southern California. 
38  https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-
2.html  

https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-history-dept/2015/01/20/375820191/beware-of-japanese-balloon-bombs
https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-history-dept/2015/01/20/375820191/beware-of-japanese-balloon-bombs
https://fas.org/irp/ops/ci/docs/ci2/2ch1_b.htm#ciops
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=poS2pZ1tCzg
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
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The US Army sent several investigators to Japan after the war to interrogate captured 

Japanese scientists.  It was discovered that between 1938 and 1945 experiments had been 

carried out on prisoners of war (POW), including Americans, at the Mukden POW Camp in 

Manchuria39.  The first major biological warfare facility was built at Beiyinhe, some 43½ 

miles (70 km) outside Harbin, and open-air testing on prisoners was conducted from 1938 at 

the "Water Purification Unit 73140 at Pingfan near Harbin (Unit 731 having relocated there). 

 

By 1945, the Japanese programme had stockpiled 400 kg (882 lb) of anthrax to be used in a 

specially designed fragmentation bomb made of clay.  Many bacterial diseases were studied 

to determine their warfare potential, including plague, anthrax, dysentery, typhoid, 

paratyphoid, cholera.  Disease vectors (mainly insects), new drugs, chemical toxins, and 

frostbite were also studied.41 The studies continued until 1945, when the Unit 731 complex 

was destroyed, as the invading Soviets approached42. 

 

During World War 2, it was said that, in 1940, a plague epidemic in China and Manchuria 

followed Japanese aircraft dropping plague-infected fleas.  The Japanese also attacked both 

heavily populated communities and remote regions with germ bombs during its China 

campaigns.  These are said to have included operations in Yunnan Province bordering 

Burma, and the use of plague-infected fleas43 at Ningbo in eastern China and Changde in 

north-central China.  Japanese troops are also said to have dropped cholera and typhoid 

cultures in wells and ponds44.  Wheat and rice particles covered in Y. pestis as well as cotton 

wadding and pieces of paper carrying the bacteria were dropped from planes to infect and 

destroy food supplies with the bacteria45. 

 
39  Between 1932 and 1945, Manchuria was the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo, headed from 1934 by 
the last Emperor of China, Puyi (the central figure of the Bertolucci movie “The Last Emperor”). 
40  Alternatively, the Epidemic Prevention and Water Supply Unit of the Kwantung Army. 
41  https://www.montana.edu/historybug/yersiniaessays/shama.html  
42   When it was, the rats used to breed the fleas escaped into the countryside and caused epidemics of plague 
over several years.  
43  Using a clay bomb filled with oxygen and plague-infected fleas that could be dropped from aircraft at a 
height of 200-300 metres (656 to 984 feet) and explode leaving no trace.  Clay was used because it explodes 
quite easily without producing much heat, which destroyed the fleas in previous bomb attempts.  The fleas 
were packaged inside the bomb along with oxygen to help them survive the high altitudes: 
https://www.montana.edu/historybug/yersiniaessays/shama.html  
44  https://nuke.fas.org/guide/japan/bw/  
45  https://www.montana.edu/historybug/yersiniaessays/shama.html  

https://www.montana.edu/historybug/yersiniaessays/shama.html
https://www.montana.edu/historybug/yersiniaessays/shama.html
https://nuke.fas.org/guide/japan/bw/
https://www.montana.edu/historybug/yersiniaessays/shama.html


12 
 

 

It is also suggested that the Japanese considered using biological weapons against the 

stubborn defenders of the Bataan Peninsula in the Philippines, using bombs filled with 

plague-carrying fleas, but the surrender came before the plan might have been executed46. 

Consideration is also said to have been given to using the aforementioned Fu-go high-

altitude balloons to carry biological agents across the Pacific to the US, these balloons had, 

from November 1944, been used to carry incendiary and anti-personnel bombs, with the 

aim of causing fires in West Coast forests47. 

 

POSTSCRIPT 2: OPERATION PELIKAN 

 

It has been claimed that there was an abortive German plan – known as Operation Pelikan 

or Projekt 14 - that would have also seen submarine-launched aircraft used to attack the 

Canal, but evidence of this appears, to say the least, scanty. 

 

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

“two of my bombs, dropped in Culebra Cut, would disable the Panama Canal in 10 

minutes”.48 

 

Planning for the operation is said to have begun in 194149, and in late 1943 the Wehrmacht 

(the German Army) had completed its preparations to send two Junkers Ju 87 Stuka50 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 

the Gatun Dam.  Following the attack, they were to fly to a neutral country and seek 

 
46  https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-
2.html  
47  At least 300 balloons actually reached the US (and probably many more) but without the intended effects 
and were responsible for only six deaths, all in one incident: https://www.history.navy.mil/about-
us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html  
48  https://www.lavanguardia.com/historiayvida/historia-contemporanea/20220409/8179115/planes-eje-
atacar-canal-panama.html  
49  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). 
50  Stuka being an abbreviation of Sturzkampfflugzeug (“dive-bomber”). 

https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-057/h-057-2.html
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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internment.  However, the plan was said to have been called off at the last minute, with 

claims that it had been betrayed. 

 

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

on the incomplete aircraft carrier Graf Zeppelin.  In development during 1937-39, the 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 its test flights included 

catapult launches. 

 

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

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

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

war51.  These plans included the landing of agents, or using 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 Canal’s locks.   

 

Postwar, a former RSHA52 (that is, not Abwehr, the German military and naval intelligence 

service) agent operating 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, during the initial construction phase. 

 

 

Ray Todd 

Panama City 

Republic of Panama 

23 December 2022 

 
51 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). 
52  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. 


