
                                                                                  

Vanport City 
by: Cal Applebee 

 

It’s good to be back on the pages of The Siuslaw News bringing you tales of military heritage and 
I thought I would start with a learning experience in our own back yard. 

“It was a dark and stormy spring in 1948 and heavy rains and record snow pack swelled the 
Columbia River and its tributaries.  On Memorial Day, the community of Vanport City was wiped 
off the map when rushing waters flooded the lowlands where it was built, destroying what had 
been Oregon’s 2nd largest city, in just 30 minutes. 

Borne out of the wartime need to address the critical housing shortage as a result of Henry J. 
Kaiser’s phenomenal shipyard success which delivered 455 ships during WWII, this community 
whose buildings numbered more than 10,000 and at one time boasted a population of 40,000, was 
built in just one year’s time. 

As a native Oregonian who grew up on the Oregon coast and as a student of military history, you 
can imagine my surprise when I first learned of Vanport City’s existence by viewing the initial 
U.S. Merchant Marine display at the Oregon Coast Military Museum!” 

I wrote this recently in the Museum’s end-of-year letter to supporters.  And yes – I truly was 
surprised, particularly as I read Manly Maben’s 1987 book Vanport. It tells a riveting story of a 
phenomenal accomplishment in our state’s and nation’s efforts during WWII.  There are numerous 
similarities between the story of Vanport City’s creation and evolution and that of Camp Adair in 
the Willamette Valley build during a similar period. 

Of course, our society was completely different then.  Right or wrong, the regulatory constraints 
our society deals with today, certainly didn’t exist then.  Can you imagine trying to build a 
complete city of 40,000 residents in one years-time in today’s complex society? Or Camp Adair? 
Even though we may be engaged in a war against terrorism today, WWII coalesced and brought 
our nation together in a way we’ll probably never see again, allowing these great accomplishments. 

The basic story was more than likely repeated around the United States in that period.  The urgent 
war effort placed such a huge demand for production workers in a geographic region, that industry, 
in this case Henry J. Kaiser, applied great forward thinking, tenacity and effort to meet the 
need.  Advertising around the nation for workers to meet the Kaiser shipyard production needs, 
created an acute housing shortage in the Portland and Vancouver area.  So, he simply set about to 
build the state’s second-largest city, in one-years’ time! 

Maben’s book describes many of the challenges and issues that came with such a herculean effort, 
including political and social. Territorial battles between municipal, county, state and federal 
agencies and entities were plenty.  Un-intended consequences resulted from the effort, as often 
does, dealing with juvenile delinquency, race relations and simply providing services for basic 
necessities.  Several positives came from it as well such as an early effort to provide child-care for 
working parents and the establishment of Vanport College which eventually morphed into Portland 
State University. 

 

 



 

Miraculously, because the flood in 1948 which wiped out the community took place on a 
holiday and took place post-war when the population of residents numbered less than 10,000, 
casualties from the catastrophe numbered only 15. However, due to the intended temporary nature 
of the community, the vast majority of the 10,000 structures had no foundation and literally floated 
away in the flood.  Although the community was never rebuilt, the disaster resulted in the 
enactment of the Flood Control Act of 1950.  The City of Portland eventually acquired the property 
for parks and recreation purposes, and today it is the site of Delta Parkway and the Portland 
International Raceway. 

The finishing touches are taking place on the updated U.S. Merchant Marin display, even as you 
read this and you can learn more by visiting that display. Maben’s book is also available for you 
to check out of our new lending library if you would like even more detailed information.  Once 
again, this story emphasizes the importance of preserving our military heritage. 

You can learn more about military heritage by visiting the Museum on Kingwood Street from 10-
4 Thursday through Saturday. 

	


