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Yesterday and Today

A brief history of the U.S. Army Umatilla Chemical Depot


Military planners envisioned the U.S. Army Umatilla Ordnance Depot as a munitions and general supply storehouse years before it became a reality in 1941. However, the anticipated arrival of World War II assured and then hastened the depot’s construction. 


In 1940 the Army selected a 16,000-acre plot of northeastern Oregon sage land for a new arsenal. Construction work began in January 1941, and 10 months later on Oct. 14, 1941, officials dedicated the depot and named it for the Umatilla Indian Tribe. Overall construction was completed quickly despite many challenges — on Sept. 24, 1941, workers succeeded in pouring 24 concrete igloos in 24 hours.

Thirty-five million dollars and 7,000 workers had transformed the prairie site into a complex of warehouses, munitions magazines, shops and office buildings connected by a web of paved roads and railroad tracks – essential elements for shipping and receiving.  

Ordnance, as many local residents called it then, was ready when its first munitions shipment arrived Oct. 27, 1941. After the Dec. 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor six weeks later, depot workers went on round-the-clock shifts to ship, receive, store and care for items.


Only one fatal munitions accident has ever occurred on the depot. On March 21, 1944, six depot workers – five men and one woman – lost their lives when a conventional ammunition storage igloo full of bombs accidentally exploded during a night shift. Today, a monument created from that igloo’s largest remaining piece stands on the depot’s parade field as a tribute to them. 


During its more than 60 years of history, Umatilla grew to almost 20,000 acres and continued to support other war efforts, including the Korean Conflict, Vietnam, Grenada and Panama. More recently, Umatilla repeated its conventional ammunition and general supply support role as Operation Desert Shield in the Middle East turned to Operation Desert Storm. Workers shipped more than 10,000 tons of conventional ammunition during Desert Storm’s first 18 days, with 223 shipments and 19,371 tons in all before the conflict ended.


In addition to its conventional ammunition and general supply missions, the depot received a new mission in 1962 – receiving and storing chemical ammunition. Between 1962 and 1969, the depot received various types of ammunition with the chemical nerve agents VX and GB, and the mustard blister agent HD, including 155MM and 8-inch projectiles; M55 rockets; M23 mines; 500- and 750-pound bombs; spray tanks; and, one-ton containers. 
Today, the chemical ammunition is being destroyed per the Chemical Weapons Convention, an international treaty governing disposal of chemical munitions. By destroying our nation’s chemical weapons and assisting other nations to do the same, we reduce the risk to our citizens and Soldiers. Until the last chemical munition is gone, the depot will continue to safely and securely store remaining munitions, guarded round the clock by the depot’s security force. 


While storage igloos vary in size, most are 80 feet long, about 26 feet wide and almost 13 feet high. They are concrete structures with steel rebar, have steel doors, and are covered with a minimum of two feet of earth. Each igloo has a lightning protection system. Inside temperatures range from 50-60 degrees Fahrenheit year round. The depot has 1001 igloos.
In June 1997, construction started on the Umatilla Chemical Agent Disposal Facility (UMCDF) – the facility that is destroying the depot’s stockpiled chemical ammunition. On Sept. 7, 2004, the UMCDF received its first pallet of GB Sarin M55 rockets, and on Sept. 8, the first rocket was destroyed. Weapons disposal operations are projected to finish by 2012 or perhaps earlier. After the last munition is destroyed, it will take several years to safely disassemble the disposal plant, according to the operating permit requirements.

Umatilla Chemical Depot was identified for realignment in the 1988 Base Realignment and Closure Act (BRAC). Therefore, during the early 1990s, depot workers shipped all the depot’s conventional ammunition and general supplies to other U.S. depots and installations. It was again placed on the BRAC list in 2005, contingent upon completing its mission. Today, the depot’s sole remaining mission is to safely store and dispose of its chemical ammunition stockpile. The depot will eventually close when all environmental requirements are satisfied and chemical munitions disposal cleanup is complete.

As part of its preparations for future closure, the depot has completed several cleanup projects while others continue. The Army’s goal is to satisfy any environmental cleanup actions resulting from any activities conducted here throughout the life of the depot. Once these goals have been met, and the chemical munitions destroyed, depot property may be available for reuse. Ultimate disposition of depot property is not up to the Army, but will be determined by a local Reuse Authority (LRA), which is exploring future uses for depot property. 


Untouched by commercial development and protected from hunting, the Umatilla Chemical depot is also a plant and wildlife refuge. It’s home to a herd of pronghorn antelope managed by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, eagles, hawks, and other birds, mammals and reptiles. It also features many forms of plant life, some of which are only found here.

Today, safety remains the depot’s highest priority – first and foremost for its workers, and also for the community and environment. If depot workers are kept safe, then the community and environment will also remain safe.
Umatilla Chemical Depot has and continues to play an integral and historical role in our nation’s defense. Its employees – military, government civilian and contractor alike – continue to be supportive community members, and they remain dedicated to the highest safety standards.
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