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During the late 1850s, a
terrorist mandarin warlord
named Yeh threatened the

Yangtze River Valley with such
violence and disruption of trade
that four western nations decided
to intervene on behalf of the
recognized Chinese imperial
government to end the strife which
would once again permit “business
as usual” for westerners operating
in this lucrative Oriental market-
place. A fairly small multinational
expeditionary force managed to
subdue Yeh and, in order to
prevent such disturbances in the
future, were from that day on given
the “legal” right by the government
in power to maintain a patrolling
military presence in China.

For better than 60-years there-
after, those craft that made up the
US Navy’s Yangtze River
Squadron were gathered from the
four corners of the globe — a
reasonably shallow draft being the
primary requirement for
service on the river. The
Yangtze could offer
constantly muddy water,
tremendous currents and
continually changing

The Japanese Government called the treaherous attack on gunboat USS Panay a
“mistake.” Yet, to that nation’s militants, it was the start of the long path to Pearl Harbor
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The distinctive shape of the gunboat USS
Panay is evident in this view of the ship

undergoing standardization trials off
Woosung, China, on 30 August 1928.

USS PANAY:
THE CLOCK STARTS TICKING

channels and shifting sandbars.
By the mid-1920s the US Navy
finally came to the conclusion that
to project national policy and
adequately protect the thousands
of American citizens it felt came
under its jurisdiction, a series of
purpose-built river gunboats
would have to be commissioned.

Designed by the Bureau of
Ships in Washington, it was
determined right from the
beginning that the greatest
economy could be realized by
having the ships built in Chinese
yards. It was intended that the
new ships would spend their entire
operational lives on the Yangtze,
their special characteristics
making them utterly useless for
even off-shore patrol work.

The USS Panay was one in this
series of new gunboats, a total of
six of the little ships eventually
being constructed. The five other
ships were Guam (PG-43), Tutuila

(PG-44), Oahu (PG-46), Luzon
(PG-47), and Mindanao (PG-48).
With each ship of the class
receiving the name of a Pacific

island, Panay took her
handle from one of the
islands in the
Philippines group.

To say that the Panay
was unique in appearance

would be an understate-
ment. With a bulgy
superstructure, the Panay,
like her sisters, featured a
virtually keelless flat bottom
and drew but 5.5-ft of water.
The Panay was, quite
simply, designed to do battle
with sandbars and come

away, after being towed,
floated or powered off, no

worse for the experience. And
as far as power was
concerned, the Panay was
no slouch. Her two steam

engines could push the little ship
through the heavy river currents
at a surprising 15-kts, although it
was, often noted that at such

speeds the ship’s
extreme shallow
draft gave the
impression to
observers from afar
that the craft was

running with decks awash —
about to plunge full speed be-
neath the murky waters.

Panay’s appearance was
deceiving in more ways than
one. Although most likely
thought of by many historians
as a dingy little riverboat, she
was in fact a very stylish, well-
accommodated ship. The result
of skilled craftsmanship both in
the basic construction and
finishing stages, her gleaming
white paint and mahogany trim
made her more akin to a grand

yacht than a river patrol boat.
Located far forward on the

upper deck was the bridge
immediately ahead of which was
mounted one of the ship's two 3-in
guns, the other being set up on the
open deck far astern. In between
these two guns, the Panay’s
superstructure resembled
something more on the order of a
floating hotel rather than a US
Navy warship. The ship’s only
other fixed weaponry consisted of
eight .30-cal Lewis anti-aircraft
machine guns, four on each side
located approximately amidships.
Although the 3-in guns were

intended primarily for surface
target use, they could be fully
elevated for firing at aircraft as
well. The chances, however, of
hitting a flying target with a
manually operated cannon firing
manually fused shells was far
worse than remote. Noteworthy
about all of the Panay’s armament
was the fact that substantial
splinter shields were affixed to all
of the weaponry, and for good
reason. From the time of her
commissioning in September 1928
to the end of her life, the Panay,
along with all of her sisters, was
constantly menaced by bandits
and outlaw soldiers. During 1931,
the ship’s commanding officer at
the time, L/Cmdr. R.A. Dyer, wrote
that, “Firing on gunboats and
merchant ships [the river gun-
boats typically provided armed
escort for American merchant
ships plying the river] has become
so routine that any vessel travers-
ing the Yangtze River, sails with
the expectation of being fired
upon.” Almost as an afterthought,
he added, “Fortunately, the
Chinese appear to be rather poor
marksmen and the ship has, so far,

not sustained any
casualties in
these engage-

As noted on page 15, “trading cards” were
extremely popular with young people and
this Tops Scoop Card showing the Panay
was issued during 1954.

Another popular
item for Americans
was First Day
postal covers that
promoted some
particular event and
often had special
stamps or marks
added. This cover
states “Remember
the Panay!”


