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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a series of tape-recorded interviews
conducted by B. David McCarthy for the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University in the fall of 1989. Margaret Reeder also
transcribed the tapes and Kay Jochansen edited the transcripts.

Jean Gordon was born July 26, 1924 in Niantic, Illinois and has been a
life long resident of cemtral Illinois. Ms. Gordon worked as an
assembly line worker at the Sangamon Ordnance Plant during World War
II. She later moved to office work at the plant. Today she is
enployed by the Farmers State Bank and Trust of Illicpolis.

B. David McCarthy was born and raised in central Illinois, where he
earned a BA in history in 1976 from Western Illinois University. He
has been employed as a teacher at Illiopolis CUD #12 since his
graduation. Mr. McCarthy recently campleted his MA degree at Sangamon
State University in history. His thesis topic was the Sangamon
Ordnance Plant. He is married and the father of three children.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator amd
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to Jjudge.

The maruscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Jean Gordon, October 18, 1989.
David McCarthy, Interviewer.

Q: Jean, have you lived arourd Illiopolis all your life?

A: Yes.

Q: At what age did you begin to work at the Sangamon Ordnance Plant?
A: Eighteen.

Q: Wereymimolvedinthepro&uctimof ammunition?

A: Yes.

Q: What types?

A: 90 millimeters and 75's.

Q: What exactly did you do in the production?

A: After the shells were completed they came down the table and I
taped the lid onto the shell cases. They were put into a shell casing
and then they had to be taped and then they went on down the table and
then they were loaded into boxes. The 90's I believe there was four

to a box. Then they were shipped to the bay unit and nailed shut and
put on the boxcar and shipped aut.

Q: Those are pretty large shells aren't they?
A: Yes. They'd be like anti-aircraft.
Q: And four to a box?

A: T believe they were four to a box. Now the 75's I can't remember
how many went into a box.

Q: The 90 millimeters, were those the largest that were mamfactured
at the plant?

A: Yes,
Q: How long did you work in that particular area?

A: Well I worked there until the end of the war but six months before
the war ended I went to the office. The war ended when, 1945?
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Q: Did you do any other jobs besides working on the shell casings and
then the office work?

A: Wwhen I first started there, I started nights, I worked in what
they called the east end where they had these casings for the shells
and they came down on the table and there was a girl on each side of
the table and they had code mumbers toward the end of the shell
casings and we stapled those on the casings ard then loaded them wp on
dollies, I guess, and then they were taken to the bays and these
casings were used to put the shells in.

Q: Was this quite heavy work?

A: No.

Q: How about the finished products, were those shells heavy?

A: Yes, but I never handled those. When they started in they had a
madumwmafellowdmtheqrinpirqoftheshellcasmgtoﬂm

projector and then it went on down the line and we never picked them
up, they just kept rolling down the table. When they got to me they

were in this big black conmtainer and it was rolled up to me and I had
to tape the 1lid shut and meke sure it was tight and sent on down to
the end of the table where it was boxed and shipped out.

Q: Now you mentioned that several girls worked with you there at your
first job at the plant. Were most of the people that you worked with
womnen or were there many men?

A: They were mixed. ‘

Q: Were there any female supervisors?

A: Yes, in fact I had one when I first started working there.

Q: Do you recall her name?

A: No I don't, Dave.

Q: Now you had mentioned to me in another conversation of another
supervisor you had who was a man, do you remember his name?

A: Yes, Nick Fanalle. In fact he was my bose at night and then when
he went on days, he took me on days with him and I stayed there down

on the line six months before the war ended and then I went to the
office,

Q: Now did they run three shifts for most of the time or were there
two?

A: Two,
Q: There would be a morning and an evening shift?
A: Yes.
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Q: You mentioned that you worked there in the shell loading until
about six months before the war ended and then you went for the rest
of the war working in the office?

A: Yes,

Q: What did you do in the office?

A: OCh, T done paper work and reacquisitions for the manager of the
whole area. Line 1 was where I worked and they needed another girl uwp
in the office and of course by then things were slowing down same. So
I went up there for six months and then I stayed after the war ended
for a month and a half to get the office cleared cut. I was the last
one to leave line 1.

Q: Do you remember your line 1 supervisor, the head of the whole line
1?

A: His name was John W. Gallacher.

Q: The plant was operated by what company?

A: All T know is Sangamon Ordnance.

Q: Was there a private campany involved in the materials?
A: That T don't know.

Q: The pay checks that you received, were they goverrment issued pay
checks or did they come fram someone else?

A: I don't know.
Q: Do you happen to recall what kind of wages you were paid?

A: T can't remember, no I won't say. Back there, what forty-seven
years ago, it was pretty good wages whatever it was but no.

Q: So it was higher than you would have probably been paid in working
elsewhere besides the plant.

A: Yes. In fact they paid more on the line than they did in the
office and that's the reason I went to the line first.

Qi Dgywhmiftheremmanymirpritiesthatworhedatthe
plant?

A: There were quite a few.

Q: In what capacity did they work?

A: They done everything that I done and we had two that worked in ocur
bay, they worked back in the east end where I did. They done

basically the same thing. We all had a job to do and we all done it
together and it was a nice place, good group, bunch of pecple.
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Q: Were these two minorities that you mentioned women or men?

A: They were both, Ithﬂﬂcwehadtwofellowstlmtloa@edtheshells
and then we had another girl that worked side by side with the rest of
ml

Q: Did you happen to recall what date it was that you started at the
plant?

A: T would say it was in June 1943.

Q: Sotheplanthadmﬂybeenoperatingorafewmtthswhenym
started?

A: VYes,

Q: Did you have any background that prepared you for work at the
plant?

A: No, I just come right out of high school.

Q: What high school did you go to?

A: Niantic High School.

Q: Along another line, do you feel that the work that you did at the

plant, either on the shell assembly line or in the office, prepared
you for what you were going to do later in life?

A: More or less, of course I was a bookkeeper, that was my goal to be
aboo]doaeperarriithelpedmetoseehmtheatherpeopleliveda:ﬂ
how to set your standards a little higher because you worked with all
kinds of pecple out there. Then I went into the office and of course
Ididscmeboo)dqeepj:g,racordkeepmmorless From there I
went into bookkeep and I was working at the elevator in Niantic.
It was very but after looking back it could have been a
little dangerous and I don't think I'd want to do it again.

Q: That's a line I wanted to pursue? Did you ever have any accidents
on your line?

A: Not on our line.

Q: You're aware of others though?

A: Yes, on line 2 they had a shell explode.

Q: Do you know in any specific terms what line 2 produced?
A: The same thing we did.

Q: Do you know how the accident that they had occurred?

A: No. It happened in the bay but I don't recall what caused the
shell to explode.




A: The bay is what I worked in. When the powder was poured into the
shell casing they had a big machine and there was a girl that put the
casing into the machine and we had a fellow that dropped the projector
they called it, into it and crimped that together. Then it was rolled
out on the table and a girl screwed the fuse in and then ancther girl
fused the fuse to the ector and then they had a girl next to her
that inspected it and it rolled on down and there was a girl that put
the shell, after it was inspected, into the casing and it rolled down
to me and I'd tape it and then it rolled down to the end of the table
and was boxed. But at the time I don't think any of us realized how
dangercus it could have been.

Q: Do you have any memory of when that accident occurred on line 2,
was it early in the war or late?

A: T have no idea, Dave, I can't say.
Q: Do you know of any accidents or inmjuries that occurred?
A: No.

Q: Can you think of any other names of pecple that might be scmeone
that I'd want to talk to or maybe some of the other supervisors or
plant manager or anything of that nature?

A: My bosgses that we had in the bay they wasn't fram around here and
right off hand I may think of scmebody later but I can't think of
anybody that I worked with from around this vicinity. You know first
names was about all we knew,

Q: Wwhat about the military presence at the plant? Do you recall the
commander that was in charge of the whole operation?

A: No.

Q: Alright, what about security at the plant? Could you describe
some details about that?

A: Everybody was checked before they went down on the line, they had
change houses, we had to change clothes when we went in and worked of
a morning. We had safety shoes that we had to wear and then when we
went down to the line to work, they had two security quards, one to
checkthewmenanicnetodmeckthemen,tomakesurethatthey

weren't carrying anything down to the line, anything like babby pins
ormwthirgthatwmldcausestaticelectrmltyoranythmg It was
pretty tight security.

Q: Was there fear of sabotage? -
A: Yes.
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Q: Doym]uwofanyirstamesofmm:eanymnwasevercaughtor
arrested for sabotage?

A: No.

Q: Did you have to wear some type of name badge, some type of
identification?

A: No, we just had white uniforms and we couldn't wear anything that
had metal on them, white uniforms and safety shoes.

Q: Wwhat about smoking?

A: Ymcwldsrrn]ceintlxecafetériahxtymcmxldn'ts:mkemthe
line.

Q:_.’ Did they check pecple for cigarettes and matches when they went
m-

A: Oh yes, you got checked when you went down on the line and if you
had any matches or cigarettes on you why you left them at the guards!
headquarters.

Q: Now you mentioned the cafeteria, could you tell me more about
that?

A: They had this huge cafeteria where we went for lunch. You could
either take your lunch or they served lunch. We used to go eat at
eleven-thirty and they had a shift at twelve-thirty and maybe the last
time you could eat was probably about one. It was was huge cafeteria.
Q: How was the food?

A: Good.

Q: Do you have any idea approximately how many people worked in the
plant?

A: On line 1 you mean?

Q: Well both on line 1 and a more general idea of all the plant.

A: T have no idea.

Q: How about line 1?
Iomldnttallymbecausedownvmstthat'swhmﬂ'%

Marﬂﬂmeverythingstartadworku'lguptomeeast
I have no idea how many was employed.

gz

date

Q: How about the location of line 1, could you describe that for me
intexmofwhemitmldhavebeenifwe could go out there and see
t?

rf




Alright you go to—-well right now DeKalb hatchery is setting or is
the building that my line was situated in which is a mile west or
about a mile north and then you turn back east and I'd say what about
three blocks off of the Mt. Pulaski blacktop. Well most of it is
still standing, where the DeKalb hatchery is in that building now.

24

: So most of those buildings have DeKalb in them, the long buildings
haveDeKalbintlm,thelmgh:ildirgstlntnm:?orseveyalhnﬂred

Q: As ycu go araard the DeKalb plant you see other buildings and the
farms to the north of the DeKalb plant. Same of those have extremely
thick concrete walls, do you know what those were used for?

A: T think those were TNT buildings and then you notice they had
mounds. That was where the live TNT was stored.

: What about the 90 and 75 millimeter shells, were they stored in
the bunkers too?

: They were shipped cut. This wag the live ammmition before it was
taken to the bays were stored in these lunkers and was camouflaged.
Ard as I say, the live ammmnition came to the bay and then that's
where the process started where I ended up taping them together.

Q: The smokestacks that you see dotting the landscape to the west of
Illiopolis, did each area or each line have it's own say heating unit
or what were those smckestacks for?

A: T guess it must be for the heating, the heating of the bays.

Q: The plant was fairly self-conmtained in the sense that it had it's
own sewer system and water supply. Do you know anything about the
water supply for example?

A: No, T don't. I don't know where they got their water supply.

Q: What about persons who worked at the plant who worked outside of
Illiopolis, how did they get to the plant?

A: Well springfield and Decatur at that time had an interurban and
they made up I think there was about six cars that came out of Decatur
that pecple rode that took them to the plant and the same way from
Springfield. They rode this interurban and I think it consisted of
about gix cars from Decatur and six from Springfield and then they
tock them hame of an evening.

Q: Were there people who drove cars to the plant?

A: Yes, there were people that lived at Atlanta, Illimois, some lived
at Peoria and they drove every day.
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Q: Did they receive some type, as I recall there was some type of gas
rationing during the war so did they receive some like an exemption so
that they could get enough gas to do that?

A: I don't know, Dave, but evidently did. I rode with a frienmd
of mine, he worked out there and I rode with him so I don't know what
he done for gas.

Q¢ You lived in Niantic while you were working out there?
A: Yes.

Q: I've heard many stories about the way that rooms were rented out
etc. Can you tell me anything about the way and the places that
pecple fourxi to live there in Illicpolis while they worked at the
plant?

A: A lot of people brought their trailers in and rented pecple's

ard what houses were available but most everybody had mobile
haomes that pecple rented yards to and I think they had kind of like,
oh I would say a housing unit, out in the south staff area. I
remenber one time the boss I was working for, they had an order that
they had to get cut and a friend of mine and I, the boss asked us two
girls to stay and work overtime and we went to this building and we
stayed all night.

Q: Like a dormitory-type thing?.

A: Yes, and they had courtesy cars and station wagons that picked you
up the next morning. In fact some nights when I worked owvertime and
went back home after ten o'clock there would be a car that when I or
anybody else from Decatur worked overtime they'd take us home.

Q: The plant had a mmber of facilities that I would like to ask you
about., First, do you know anything about the daycare center?

A: No.

Q: How about the guardposts that were scattered around the perimeter
of the plant, did you have any knowledge of those?

A: Yes. When we entered the plant you had to stop and the guard
searched your car, checked the car out, checked the pecple in it and
then of course you went on to the plant and after you came back down
fmnthed:angehmsevmemwe.dmngedwrclothesthey'ddmdcus
again. Yes, they had pretty tight security, entering and going in and

out. of the plant.

Q: How did the guards patrol the grounds?
A: I have no idea.

Q: On horseback?

A: I have no idea, I think on line 1 they walked.




Q: Do you know anything about the consolidation of the two plants
into the Sangamon Ordnance Plant?

A: You'd better run that by me again.

Q: There was the Oak Plant and there was another plant. As I recall
one was nun by Johnson and Johnson and the other by Remington Rand and
these two plants were consolidated and put under the control of
Remington Rand. I wonder if you could tell me anything about that?

A: T have no idea, that I couldn't tell you.

Q: At the time that the plant was closed, you indicated earlier that
you were ane of the last pecple to be laid off on the job that you
were doing. Could you tell me anything about the procedures or the
way the plant was closed?

A: The plant itself no, but the office, well there was a persarmel
officer there and all we done was box up all the typewriters and box
everything up. How the plant was phased out down on the line I have
no idea.

Q: Were these office materials sold at auction?

A: T have no idea what they done with it. All we did was box them up
arnd set them there. Of course I had to requisition them out and make
inventory of everything that was there and from there I have no idea

where they went to.

Q: What about recreational facilities at the plant?

A: You mean for us employees?

Q: Yes.

A: There wasn't really any. You went to work and you had a fifteen

mimite break in the morning and a fifteen break in the afternoon amd
that was about it.

Q: Did they have a softball diamond where they had league play?
A: That T couldn't say.
Q: What did the military perscrmel at the plant do?

A: They were more or less an ovérseer, they were in and out about
every day, up and down the line, in and out of the bays and more or
less checking everything and making sure everything was ruming right.
You know they were there two or three times a day and at night too
when they worked overtime.

Q: Security was provided by the military?

A: T would assume yes. No, no I think—well I don't know who hired
the security.
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Q: The guards were civilians then?
A: Yes.

Q: They were not military persommel?
A: No, they were civilians. |

Q: You really feel that the military presence at the plamnt then was
fairly small, is that an accurate assessment? Not a lot of military
people arournd?

A: Well I don't know about the other lines or the southside, I can
only speculate on line 1 but they were in and aut, you felt a sense of
security with them in and out. I would say they were well provided

with govermment perscmmel and security out there.

Q: Do you recall fairly late in the war a group of black troops were
brought onto the plant grounds to practice anmmition handling?

A: No, I don't.

Q: At the time that the plant was being considered or in the process
of condermation of the land for use of the plant, do you have any
information about the feelings of the local peocple, the farmers, the
townspecple on this matter?

A: No, I don't, Dave. I think I was just a sophomore in high school
when this was all taking place and not living in Illiopolis, I don't
know about the feelings of the people.

Q: Do you feel like you were one of the youngest people at the plant
or were most pecple there your age or there abouts?

A: I was ane of the youngest and then this friend of mine from
Springfield, a girlfriend, we were the same age but most of them was
older, married and had children. But there was a few others younger
but T think at that time her and I were about two of the youngest that
worked in our area,

Q: Do you recall an award where the plant perscornel were
givmspecialcamﬂatimmW:odxwtim?

A: Our bay did. I think we put out on these 90 millimeter shells, I
think around two thousand or twenty-five hundred was a pretty good
days work and we decided one day we had a goal we was going to put out
five thousand. Of course we had to have help from the pecple that was
supplying the casings to us and we put out five thousand shells and we
got our picture taken and written up in the little magazine that they
put cut at the plant.

Q: Do you recall the name of that magazine?
A: Echo, I think.
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Q: Do you know anything about the way that magazine was produced,
like who was in charge?

A: Yes, his name was Red McMarus but I think Red is deceased now but
he was the McManus that has the florist and the theatre. But Red
McMamus, he ran the paper and they put it out on line 1.

Q: Do you recall the union organizing activities that went on at the
plant?

A: No, I don't.

Q: Was there ever any talk of the union?

A: Not to my knowledge.

Q: You remember no vote that was taken?

A: No.

Q: At the time that the plant was closed you indicated that you were

involved with closing the office and you were not sure of the closing

down of the production line. what about the sale of the land? We've

alreadydiscussedIhwﬂmtDeKalbaﬂedupwithsmeofﬂ:egmmﬁ

Could you tell me anything about the rest of it from your experience?

A: No, I think to my knowledge scme of them had the option of buying

the ground back and I think maybe same of them did. But I really
can't say who owned all the out there and that's all that I can

recall that they had the on to ay the grourd back.

Q: Where the Bordens chemical plant is now, is that part of the
ground that was in the war plant?

A: Yes, That's what they called the southside.

Q: anywtellmﬂ:eapp:mmtebamdariesasymhmtlmofﬂm
plant

A: No I can't.

Q.arrg the western edge of Illicpolis the eastern boundary of the
Pl

A: Dave, I can't tell you for sure. I don't really know how far it
extended west and how far it extended back east, or north or south.

Qi D%d you ever have occasion to visit the medical facilities at the
plant?

A: No.

Q: Are you aware of what the medical facilities consisted of?
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A: Yes, we walked right by there to go down to the line. No, I never
had the occasion to use it.

Q: Wwhat kind of set up for medical facilities?

A: Well I think they had a couple of cots in there, they had
everything just like a little doctor's office.

Q: Were there doctors there at all times?

A: No, I think there was a couple of murses there at all times but I
don't know that, I really don't know whether there was any doctors
around there or not. It seems to me like there was always two nurses
in there, one I know was there all the time.

Q: Do you happen to recall her name?

A: I think one of them at that time her neme was Rebecca Ford and who
was the other one? I won't say who the other one was. And as far as
I know outside of somebody getting sick there was no major accidents
happened that I know of.

Q: Did you have much comtact with the people in Illicpolis who worked
at the plant?

A: No, as I say when I got off at four o'clock I went straight home
and T really wasn't familiar with anybody in Illiopolis other than the
fact we'd came back to the skating rink. They had a skating rink here
and they had all kinds of eating places but as far as knowing anybody
in T1licpolis then, no, I didn't.

Q: You were familiar with Illiopolis before the war?
A: Oh yes,

Q: Would you characterize Illiopolis for me in terms of the amount of
growth that was seen as a result of the plant? You menticned that
there was a skating rink, was that here before the war?

A: No, the skating rink and where the Ford garage is now was a
restaurantarﬂlthuﬂctheyhadfwrorfivetave:nsupbownhrtall
those—well, I'd say in the last fifteen years has ceased business.
After the war plant closed and moved out, then everything
like the restaurant and everything just kind of folded up.

Q: So it was almost like a boom town and after the plant was closed

it didn't quite became a ghost town kut it certainly went to be a
little bit more quiet?

A: Right.

Q: Could you describe the size of the shell that you were making, the
90 millimeter? Just show me how big it was.

A: Well let's see, I would say like that.
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Q: That's about four feet long?

A: Yes, I would say about four feet long and then the 75's would be
about like that.

Q: A little over three feet?

A: And then smaller and the 90's were bigger.

Q: Then 90 ard 75 are how wide the base of the shell was?

A: I would say yes.

Q: So it's 90 millimeters wide for the larger one and 75 millimeters
for the small one. Was there actually a projectile as in the way

hullets are made, there is a projectile, the bullet part and the shell
casing?

A: VYes.

Q;sthﬂdymsaythattheprojectilepartwaslargerthanamns
fist?

A: ©Oh ves.

Q: Was it as large as a softball?

A: In diameter, I would say about the size of a softball.

Q: And longer?

At Yes.,

Q: About how long was it?

A: TI'd say the projectile was about that long.

Q: Was it hollow or solid?

A: Tt was solid.

Q: Was it designed to explode on impact?

A: I would imagine.

Q: Were there explosives inside the projectile?

A: That I can't say. I do know that we wasn't supposed to put our
names in the 1lid. One time my friend and I, we put our name in and it
was during the Battle of the Bulge and I got a letter fram this fellow
in New York and during the battle this card fell ocut of the 1lid and he
put it in his pocket and he wrote me the nicest letter. So I do know
where scme of those shells went to. My brother was in Phillipines

the
and they had 75's over there, now I don't know whether any of ours got
to where he was at or not but he sent me back an ashtray made cut of

[+
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75 millimeter base and wings from a Japanese airplane, a beautiful
ashtray.

Q: Was there any attempt to promote nationalism or a spirit of
camaraderie at the plant? Did they for example have fund drives where
you could donate part of your paycheck or bond sales?

A: Yes,

Q: Did most people participate in that?

A: Yes, I think everybody bought war bords, I did. I think more or
less most of them did.

Q: Were there lots of posters arourd the plant?
A: Yes.

Q: What about secrecy about the plant cperations, were you charged
with not talking about what you during the war?

A: No, not really.
Q: So you were free to say wha you wanted to anyone in terms of
what you were making and how much of it you were making?

A: VYes,

Q: Would you say that there was a lot of concern or not much concern
about spying in this area?

A: If there was I don't know anything about it.

Q: Is there anything that you have thought of as we've talked that
you'd like to say or add to the tape?

A: Not offhard, like I say I just worked on line 1 and when the day's
work was done I went home. It was just tight security and I enjoyed
working there. [I was] right out of high school and it was
interesting and fun and wasn't hard but I don't think I'd want to do
that again.

Q: You felt then that you were helping with the war effort and you
were a significant factor along with your fellow workers?

A: Yes, I'm talking about the danger part, what could have happened
but it didn't. But it was just like going into any other job every

Side 2.
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A: Yes, just went in and never thought about the danger part of it or
what could have happened but it didn't. It was interesting. Right

mofmsd:mlymmtallkirdsofpewlefrmallwalksoflife
that you worked with and it was interesting.

Q: Well I appreciate you taking your time and you have been very
helpful in my information gathering, thank you.

A: I hope I've helped somehow and if I can think of anything else
I']1l let you know but I think the one guy that could really f£ill you
in would be Nick.

Q: 1I'll be sure and speak with him. Thank you.

End of Tape



