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Prelude to Panama

I studied Spanish at the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, CA for six months beginning in fall 1970, with a follow-on

duty assignment to the 8™ Special Forces Group (ABN), 146 Engineer Detachment at Fort Gulick, Panama Canal Zone



About the Panama Canal Zone

Caribbean Sea

O\ \ s
. 3\ COSTA ™ /
" (\ IC \H L]
R b Colén Mo, ~
\ A ?p"_ Panama Canal __85 4~ ,\::\\ /(/
\ . ~Z S
\ \ P A y
& on € 1 27} it Chorrerd PAN@MA ITY
Nt A Ravid | e E

~ (@ :&,} \ AL A s P ~ A a \)—"l \ (\
RO\l 0 B ‘
: Ifo x.’yv\ R o ? G

' G - P olfo de t:“\\ enl &
Chirigut 2 R h Y )
Tab]a}x Panmamd "
Isla de <L\i§$\ Ry \ \

. COLOMBIA
Coitm * 2 \\ ¢
PACIFIC 0 M 100km

OCEAN I$‘—a

0 J TN mutles

The Panama Canal Zone is a former unorganized US
territory. In 1904 the Republic of Panama granted to the
US (in perpetuity) the use, occupation, and control of a
zone of land and land under water for the construction,
maintenance, operation, sanitation, and protection of
the canal. The US controlled the canal from 1903 to
1979. In 1977 the Torrijos—Carter Treaties established
the neutrality of the canal; from 1979 to 1999 the canal
was under joint US-Panamanian control; and in 1999

Panama assumed complete control of the canal.

The canal zone is 553 square miles (1,430 km?) in area.
Although it is only 64 km long, the shipping channel is
82 km long because the canal zigzags across the

isthmus to take advantage of geographic features.

The canal zone is entirely within the Republic of
Panama. It includes the shipping channel and also an
area extending generally five miles (8 km) on each side
of the channel (except near Madden Lake and excluding

Panama City and Colén).



Because of the geographic configuration of the Isthmus
of Panama, the canal runs northwest-southeast from the

City of Colon to Panama City.

Three artificial lakes provide a controlled water supply
for the canal: Gatun Lake near the city of Colén

terminus, Miraflores Lake near the Panama City

terminus, and Madden Lake near the center of the zone.
Gatun is the largest of the three lakes; Madden was built
as a large supplemental reservoir to keep water levels
up in the canal during the dry season; and all three
lakes are sources for maintaining ship channel water
levels in the canal locks and passage over the

continental divide at Gaillard Cut.

8'" Special Forces Group (ABN)

Symbolism of the Special Forces patch - the teal blue arrowhead alludes to the American

Indian's basic skills in which Special Forces personnel are trained to a high degree; the

yellow dagger represents the unconventional nature of Special Forces operations; three

yellow lightning flashes indicate the ability to strike rapidly by air, water, or land; and

Special Forces personnel are required to successfully complete airborne school as part of

developing qualification skills

The 8™ Special Forces Group was established in 1963 at
Fort Gulick, Panama Canal Zone. The full designation
was 8" Special Forces Group, Special Action Force
(SAF), Latin America. In addition to two line special
forces companies, the SAF included a military

intelligence detachment, a medical detachment, a

military police detachment, an army security agency
detachment, the 146" Engineer Detachment, and a
psychological operations battalion.

The primary mission of the SAF was counter-insurgency
training for the armies of Latin America (some of which



was performed under the sponsorship of the School of
the Americas, also located at Fort Gulick). A Mobile
Training Team (MTT) from the SAF trained and advised
the Bolivian Ranger Battalion that captured and killed
Che Guevara in the fall of 1967. In addition, various
MTTs provided training, construction, maintenance, and
logistical support to several South and Central American

countries.

The SAF operated an NCO Academy, Airborne School,
and Underwater Operations School for the US Army

Southern Command (USARSO) and also provided
support for the Jungle Warfare School at Fort Sherman
(later renamed the Jungle Operations Training Center).

The 8" Special Forces Group was deactivated on 30 Jun
72. A major reason for the deactivation was the draw-
down during the waning years of the Vietnam war.
During this same time, the Army Special Forces
reorganized into battalions (rather than companies), and
the residual force in Panama became the 3™ Battalion of
the 7*" Special Forces Group.

While assigned to the 8™ Special Forces Group (ABN), I completed airborne qualification training at Fort Sherman and

led — with the assistance of a non-commissioned officer in the detachment - a Mobile Training Team (MTT) to Chile.

The MTT consisted of two mission components. One was maintenance training for a unit in a desert region north of

Valparaiso. The other included maintenance and construction practices involving an extension of the Pan American

Highway through a remote area south of Puerto Montt.

Santiago was the base city for the MTT operations. The Chilean government at the time had a large socialistic element,

and the influence of Fidel Castro was significant in many parts of Chile, to include Santiago.
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518" Engineer Company (Combat)

The Army first constituted the 193" Infantry Brigade
on 24 Jun 22. The brigade was reorganized and
reconstituted several times over subsequent decades.
After the abortive Bay of Pigs Invasion and rumors of
Soviet assistance to Cuba, Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara decided to bolster US Army forces in the
Caribbean area and in 1962 moved the brigade to the

Panama Canal Zone.

During most of the Panama Canal Zone stationing
period, the brigade consisted of three infantry
battalions, an artillery battery, the 518" Engineer

Company, two military police companies, and a
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transportation company.

A major mission of the brigade was protection of US
military bases, family housing tracts, and Panama Canal
Commission facilities that stretched over an area of 20
kilometers. This included protection of the Miraflores and
Pedro Miguel lock complexes (that are part of the

Panama Canal).

On 14 Oct 94 - after more than 32 years of providing
ground defense for the Panama Canal Zone - the Army
deactivated the 193™ Infantry Brigade as a result of the
Panama Canal Treaty of 1977 (which mandated US

forces be withdrawal from Panama by December 1999).



We moved from Coldn (on the Atlantic side of the isthmus) to Panama City (on the Pacific side of the isthmus) shortly
after getting married. Initially we lived in an apartment in Panama City, but moved to Fort Kobbe (the location of the

193™ Brigade Headquarters and the 518" Engineer Company) when military housing on base became available.

I commanded the 518 for about two years. Shortly after assuming command of the company, the unit completed

operational readiness training (ORT) that CPT Phillip Gee (the previous commander) had started.

On Christmas Eve 1972, Laura and I hosted an evening get-together with one of the company officers at our apartment
in Panama City. During the get-together I received a telephone call that on 23 Dec 72 there was a devastating
earthquake in Managua, Nicaragua and that the Army would deploy my entire company and equipment to Nicaragua to
perform disaster relief. The US Air Force flew in C5A Galaxy aircraft, and within 72 hours we were on the ground in

Nicaragua. The unit remained in Nicaragua for about three weeks.
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The success of the disaster relief operations was a major factor in the decision by the Society of Military Engineers to

award the 518" Engineer Company (Combat) the Itschner Award for the year 1972.

Change of Command Ceremony
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When we landed near Managua, several
buildings in the city center were on fire,
streets were filled with ruble, and chaos

existed.

We bivouacked on a soccer field, and unit
personnel slept in small tents. We initially
ate C-rations for meals. After establishing a
potable water supply, we served meals from

a mess hall tent.

Our work priorities were to clear debris from
the streets (thereby providing access for
emergency vehicles and construction
equipment), provide potable water for
limited civilian personnel, and construct a
tent city for homeless civilians (using
umbrella tents donated by Sears Roebuck
and Company), establish a communal
kitchen facility for those living in the tent
city, and decontaminate a public area that

could serve as a market place.
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The US Embassy
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The Itschner Award

The Itschner plaque, first awarded in 1960 by
SAME (the Society of Military Engineers), is in
honor of LTG Emerson C. Itschner, USA. The
plaque was initially presented to the most
outstanding US Army engineer company
(active) during a year. In 1974, SAME
broadened the award competition to include
two additional plaques, one each for a Army
National Guard unit and a Army reserve unit.

1972 Itschner Award

518™ Engineer Company (Combat), 193™
Infantry Brigade, Fort Kobbe, Panama Canal
Zone, commanded successively by CPT Philip C.
Gee and CPT Garry V. Cooper
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Personnel Documents
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