
Chapter 7 

BARRAGE BALLOONS 

 

Until the start of the war in Europe, the US Army Air Corps (USAAC) had received little 

support for the use of barrage balloons for defence against hostile aircraft.  This was 

despite the French, British, and Germans having used barrage balloons during World War 

1, and when the Army General Staff studied anti-aircraft defences in the early 192Os, 

balloons were advocated as an effective and relatively inexpensive defence for the 

Panama Canal, the Capitol in Washington, the White House, and important dry docks, 

wharves, factories, and bridges.   

 

Close up view of a Barrage 
Balloon station in the Cocoli 
Lake area, with digging and 
drilling work at the same time 
(Dredging Division Photo) 

 

The War Department 

made the USAAS (as the 

USAAC was then called1) 

responsible for development and use of barrage balloons, but the Chief of Coast Artillery 

objected.  Since the Coast Artillery controlled anti-aircraft batteries, it was proposed that 

it should also control the balloon barrage. The solution was to divide the responsibility, 

the USAAS developing equipment and the Coast Artillery controlling use.  

 

Hence, the development of US barrage balloons between the two world wars was slow 

and suffered greatly from both a lack of funding and a widespread lack of enthusiasm for 

the programme.  Only minor developments occurred between 1923 and 1939, and the 

inter-service rivalry between the USAAC and the Coastal Artillery Corps continued2.  

 
1  The US Army Air Service became the USAAC in 1926 and USAAF in 1941; the independent US Air Force 
came into being after the war in 1947. 
2  https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/  

https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery/


 

Following a number of experiments and tests, the Army’s Engineering Division at McCook 

Field, Ohio, gave Goodyear a contract for 3 balloons, which the USAAC and Coast Artillery 

began testing at Langley Field, Virginia in 1927.   

 

The War Department also considered barrage balloons in defence plans - the anti-aircraft 

defences of the Panama Canal, for instance, called for 74 balloons in 2 barrages, 1 at 

either end of the Canal.   

This painting shows soldiers 
preparing one for launch.  This 
scene could have been in any 
area along the Panama Canal, 
but most likely near one of the 

Locks3 

 

However, with barrage 

balloons competing with 

other things for funding, 

interest waned and the 

USAAC did not continue its 

project after it used up its balloons in tests and experiments.   

 

In 1937, a meeting organised by the Army saw the Coastal Artillery making the point that 

it thought that funds could be better used for active anti-aircraft projects, and the War 

Department General Staff expressed the same opinion, with only the USAAC 

representatives in favour of barrage balloon experiments.  All groups were, however, had 

been willing to see development continued by the USAAC, using USAAC funds, although 

only $5,000 was available4. 

 

 
3  Barrage Balloon (Oil by Alexander Brook), 1943: 
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof66.htm 
4  The US Army Barrage Balloon Program by James R. Shock (Marriam Press), 2006. 

http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof66.htm


The balloon barrage had also been dropped from plans for defence of the Canal, but after 

the British and French undertook sizable barrage balloon programmes in 1937, the USAAC 

decided to use the $5,000 of its own funds to buy a single balloon for experiments.   

 

A USAAC study in 19385 presented a strong case for further development and, in 1939, the 

1st Balloon Squadron was formed at Fort Sill in Oklahoma.  The single balloon was sent to 

Fort Sill in March 1939 for the 1st Balloon Squadron to test and it was also sent to Panama 

to obtain data on deterioration in storage - but it took the war in Europe to move the War 

Department to further development of barrage balloons.6 

 

Finally, after a further study requested by the General Staff and in the light of experience 

from Europe, in Summer 1940 the USAAC made $50,000 available for barrage balloon 

equipment and in June 1940, Goodyear-Zeppelin was awarded a contract for the first 6 

low-altitude balloons for delivery in 19417. 

 

In 1940, the study recommended acquiring no less than 4,400 barrage balloons, including 

200 for deployment in Panama.  An estimate of production was that 5,310 balloons could 

be produced by January 19438. 

 

The apparent success of the use of barrage balloons at Scapa Flow and London had led to 

their proposed use over the Canal9, and in 1940, it was estimated that around 2,400 men 

would be required to operate 90 balloons in the Gatun Lake area and 110 balloons in the 

area of the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks.  

 
5  Air Corps Board Study No.40: “The Employment of Balloon Barrages”. 
6  Aviation in the US. Army, 1919-1939 by Maurer Maurer, (United States Air Force Historical Research 
Center (Office of Air Force History), 1987. 
7  The US Army Barrage Balloon Program by James R. Shock (Marriam Press), 2006 
8  Ibid. 
9  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
The 2 oil painting images were scanned from a book Soldiering In Panama by Dolores De Mena, (Command 
Historian, Headquarters, US Army South, Fort Clayton), December 1997.  Copies of these books were given 
to attendees at US Southern Command's closing ceremonies at Fort Clayton on on 30 July 1999. 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf


Another oil painting by Alexander Brook in 
1943.  This one shows the Barrage Balloons 
hovering above and around the Pedro 

Miguel Locks10 

 

 

 

On 14 March 1941, the US Army 

General Staff had reiterated the 

position that barrage balloons were to 

be in joint control of both the USAAC 

and the Coastal Artillery Corps, and these 2 Corps began to coordinate their efforts.  Although the 

joint command was in the process of developing barrage balloon units almost from nothing, the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor brought the barrage balloon programme to the forefront of 

attention.   

 

Following the Pearl Harbor attack, for example, the Chief of the Coast Artillery ordered 

that every possible effort be made to send 3 barrage balloons battalions to the West Coast 

of the USA to protect important locations including the Bremerton Navy Yard in 

Bremerton, Washington State and the Boeing aircraft plant in Seattle – but a lack of 

equipment meant that this task could not be completed until Spring 194211.  

 

The 301st Coast Artillery Battalion (Separate Barrage Balloon), composed of troops from 

the Barrage Balloon School, and which had been the first such battalion, was activated in 

June 1941 (originally as a demonstration unit and model for future units), and was 

despatched to Panama, arriving on 1 January 194212. 

 

 
10  https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf 
11  https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery  
12  The US Army Barrage Balloon Program by James R. Shock (Marriam Press), 2006 

https://www.afhra.af.mil/Portals/16/documents/Studies/1-50/AFD-090602-096.pdf
https://xbradtc2.com/tag/coastal-artillery


1942 - An airship tethered to a barge floats in the air in the Panama 
Canal Zone.  

(Photo by © CORBIS/Corbis via Getty Images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Continental US, the US Marines Corp’s 1st Barrage Balloon Squadron (designated 

ZMQ-l by the US Navy) had been thought to be ready for overseas duty in mid-January 

1942.  This was none too soon as the Army had requested deployment of a Marine 

barrage balloon unit to bolster defences in the Canal Zone.  Hence, the final training for 

the unit was compressed and on 16 December 1941, it entrained for Norfolk, Virginia 

where, on 23 December it embarked in the SS William J Bradley.  Arriving at Fort Randolph 

on 30 December, the Squadron was attached to the 15th Naval District and, while 

remaining under the Navy Department, it was assigned to the Army's Panama Artillery 

Command.  

 

It had originally been understood that the Squadron's time in the Canal Zone would be 

short, but the months passed and it was not until late April 1942 that the Navy 

Department requested that the Army relieve the unit as soon as possible.  In response, the 

Army noted that the defence of the Canal Zone relied on 2 barrage balloon squadrons, 

one Army and one Marine Corps.  A new Army unit had been authorised for deployment 

to the Canal Zone and would be formed during Summer 1942.  The Marines Squadron 

could expect to be relieved 15 days after the arrival of that unit, the 313th Coastal Artillery 



Barrage Balloon Battalion (formed from a cadre of the 301st Battalion)13.  In the event, it 

was not until September 1942 that the Squadron was finally able to return to the US.14 

 

The Panama Barrage Balloon was first organised with the 301st Battalion (less A Battery) at 

the Pacific end of the Canal; and the A Battery, plus the US Marines Barrage Balloon 

Squadron, at the Atlantic end.  The first balloons were emplaced and flown on 4 January 

1942.  The main problem initially was the shortage of the necessary hydrogen or helium in 

Panama15. 

 

36 sites were planned for the Pacific end of the Canal, and all were operational in May 

1942, 20 at Pedro Miguel and 16 at Miraflores Locks.  By June, there were 2 rings of 

balloons around the locks and a line of balloons on either side of the Canal between the 2 

sets of locks.  Latterly, there would be a total of 56 balloons in use. 

 

Balloons were sited 300 yards (274 metres) apart and could protect against a dive 

bombing attack from 5,000 feet (1,524 mtres) at a 60° dive angle. 

 

Problems were found with the high winds during the dry season, as well from a shortage 

of balloons and defective examples.  The winches first used were also found to be 

unsatisfactory, with cables breaking at about 4,000 lb (1,814 kg) pull.  The balloons also 

had to be painted with aluminium paint to reflect the heat and improve life of the fabric.   

 

In June 1943, several balloon positions had to be abandoned due to poor road contitions 

(it being the wet season) and repairs could not be undertaken due to the impending 

 
13  Ibid. 
14https://www.marines.mil/Portals/1/Publications/Special%20Marine%20Corps%20Units%20of%20World%
20War%20II%20%20PCN%2019000413200.pdf  
15  80,000 cylinders of helium had arrived with the first balloon unit (enough for 50 balloons).  However, 
hydrogen would be produced in the Canal Zone, producing about 1 million cubic feet a month, and an 
experimental field plant, capable of producing about 60,000 cubic feet a day, had been brought to Panama 
as well and was used in the Atlantic sector. 

https://www.marines.mil/Portals/1/Publications/Special%20Marine%20Corps%20Units%20of%20World%20War%20II%20%20PCN%2019000413200.pdf
https://www.marines.mil/Portals/1/Publications/Special%20Marine%20Corps%20Units%20of%20World%20War%20II%20%20PCN%2019000413200.pdf


reduction in troop numbers.  By July 1943, there were only 30 balloons in service, due to 

resupply problems. 

 

In December 1943, as part of the general reduction in strength of the Panama Canal 

Department, all barrage balloon positions were abandoned and the unit returned to the 

US for reassignment.16 

 

In late 1943, as perceived threats diminished, both the smokescreen and barrage balloon 

programmes were abandoned17. 

Barrage balloons along the Canal 

 
16  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
17  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf

