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 Not being a Veteran, my fascination with things military started as a kid growing up in 
Tillamook. Even though I didn’t visit the WWII blimp hangars located there until my young adult 
years, I did learn of their existence and importance to WWII efforts while spending hours 
viewing the Tillamook Pioneer Museum displays. 
 
 Blimps in warfare didn’t originate with US military involvement in WWII. Their use as a 
weapon of war began in WWI, and the first ‘lighter than air’ (LTA) flights took place more than a 
century earlier than that, in the late 1700’s.  Germans improved the technology developed in 
the earlier years, to develop rigid airships as aerial bombing platforms in Europe’s great war. The 
United States military took notice of those efforts, and in post-war years both US Army Air Corps 
and US Navy began exploring the evolving technology, and developed early prototypes, adding 
to their existing use of observation and kite balloons.  Those early efforts included both rigid 
airships that could serve as aerial aircraft carriers, as well as smaller dirigibles to be used 
primarily for coastal patrol and escort missions, such as the blimps that become prominent in 
WWII. 
 
 Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company had been involved in building airships since WWI, 
and became the authoritative resource for the USN, which had become the leading military 
branch to embrace and utilize blimps in service.  As WWII broke out, for the USA at least, the 
LTA efforts increased drastically, and Goodyear began manufacturing blimps for the Navy in 
response to the increased urgent need.  Numerous Goodyear blimp pilots also began to appear 
in USN uniform to bolster the fledgling LTA training and manpower needs of the Navy. 
 
 Like other WWII needs, the need for blimp bases around the country escalated, and the 
construction rush was on.  Lakehurst, NJ had long been the central point for LTA efforts, but 
bases were needed around the coastal borders of the United States to serve the new mission.  
Eventually, blimp bases were built in nine other locations along the east and west coasts, some 
at existing bases, and some at entirely new sites that previously had no military connection, 
such as Tillamook, Oregon, to patrol the coastline of the Pacific northwest. 
 
 With construction beginning in July of 1942, it was partially completed in astonishing 
time, despite inclement weather, by December, with the arrival of the first of eight blimps in 
February of 1943. Blimps conducted patrols constantly, with one LTA ship on patrol at any given 
time.  While they could stay aloft for as long as 48 hours, typical missions were usually 15-20 
hours, with patrols up the coast to the northern Washington border, and down the coast as far 
as Eureka, California, on lookout for enemy submarines. 
 
 Once the war ended, many of the newly created blimp squadrons were decommissioned, 
including Tillamook’s ZP-33.  The last two airships left Naval Air Station Tillamook for Moffett 
Field in California in October of 1945, barely two years after the squadron’s creation. In my 



research, I ran across information that indicated one of the Tillamook blimps was eventually 
purchased by Howard Hughes in 1946. 
 
 The massive wooden hangars built for the blimps are marvels in their own right.  Of the 
two built in Tillamook, one was unfortunately destroyed by fire in 1992, and the survivor, 
Hangar B, has served as a museum for the last couple decades, but it is in need of serious 
renovation, which was a contributing factor to the Erickson Air Collection re-locating to Madras 
several years ago. 
 
 The USN’s official involvement with LTA ended in 1959.  One retired blimp pilot indicated 
that the cost of the program equaled one aircraft carrier and one air wing, so the admiralty 
chose the latter. 
 
 Experimentation with blimps has continued since then, both in the private and public 
sector.  In the years since WWII, the hangar at Tillamook has hosted multiple private blimp 
projects and efforts with various goals in mind. One included the USFS seeking a LTA solution to 
lifting logs out of secluded forest areas. Others were purely for-profit and advertising 
adventures, some of which succeeded and some not. 
 
 Having been a blimp enthusiast most of my life, a highlight was several years ago while 
still living in Central Oregon, when I had the opportunity to pilot a small blimp at the Madras 
airshow.  Originally built in the 1980’s for comedian Gallagher, the 48’ long airship was powered 
by pedal power.  Although I was still on a tether to the ground, being 200 feet in the air riding a 
bicycle seat with a commanding view of airplanes taking off below me, was an exhilarating 
experience.  Definitely one for the bucket list! 
 
You can learn more about military heritage by visiting our website: 
www.oregoncoastmilitarymuseum.com or visit the Museum which is open Thursday thru 
Saturday, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and located at 2145 Kingwood Street in Florence. 


