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I recently hauled home yet another derelict old military jeep that brought back 
some childhood memories, and caused me to re-discover an iconic Oregon 
military facility I had nearly forgotten. The jeep is a 1952 M38A1 which was 
originally purchased in 1975 by a family in Hermiston, Oregon at a surplus 
auction at the then Umatilla Chemical Depot. 
 
When I was a kid in junior high and high school I made numerous trips, some by 
car and some by Greyhound, along I-84 shuffling back and forth between my real 
parents in Tillamook and my foster family in Idaho. That road trip always went 
through the area around Hermiston, including the Umatilla Indian reservation 
and the Umatilla Chemical Depot. 
 
As with many of the military facilities created around the United States in 
preparation of WWII, it was established in 1941, encompassing slightly more 
than 17,000 acres. Its original mission was to store and maintain a variety of 
military items from blankets to ammunition. 
 
At the height of WWII, an unexplained nighttime explosion of 265 500-pound 
bombs at one of the huge underground vaults, called igloos, took the lives of six 
people. The resulting crater is still there; the Army never determined the cause of 
the accident. 
 
In 1962 the mission changed with the addition of chemical weapons, including 
nerve agents and a blistering agent often referred to as mustard gas. Although 
these chemical weapons were stored in our backyard for decades, they were never 
officially used, and constituted 10 percent of the nation’s stockpile of such 
weapons. 
 
Environmental as well as humanitarian concerns grew in the 1970’s and led 
Congress to direct the US Army in 1985 to destroy the entire US chemical agent 
stockpile, beginning a process that would take decades itself to accomplish.  In 
1994 the base was scheduled for closure, but it wouldn’t be until 2004 that 
disposal actually began, and 2017 when it was considered completed. 
 
In late 2017/early 2018, the Oregon Military Department became the owner of 
7,500 acres, to be transformed into “Camp Umatilla”, a state facility designed to 
serve numerous roles for various elements of the Oregon National Guard. Roles 
will include training facilities for both Oregon National Guard as well as other 
military branches, shooting ranges for both public as well as law enforcement 
agencies, and the Guard’s 249th Regional Training Institute. 
 



Despite the vintage of the aging facility and its infrastructure, the Oregon Military 
Department plans to preserve a historical district, which will include a chunk of 
concrete from the tragic 1944 igloo explosion, and with some public access as 
well. 
 
Like so many other hidden gems around our State, this is just one more example 
of the State’s rich military heritage – and it appears we will eventually get to visit 
and enjoy this one. And yes, when its finished, my vintage jeep will carry the 
markings of the Umatilla Chemical Depot. 
 
 
 
The Oregon Coast Military Museum is located on Kingwood Street adjacent to the 
Florence Municipal Airport, and is open from noon to 4:00 p.m. Wednesday thru 
Sunday. You can learn more about military heritage by visiting the Museum’s 
website at www.oregoncoastmilitarymuseum.com. 


