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Claire Pritchett, Jamary 4, 1990.
David McCarthy, Interviewer.

Q: Could you tell us a little bit about yourself, Claire?

A: I was born in Litchfield, Illinois on February 12, 1926. My .
father and mother were Reverend and Mrs. Paul Rhoades. My dad was the
nminister of the Disciples of Christ Christian Charch. So I've been a
preacher's kid all of my life. We have lived in mmercus towns,
mainly the central part of Illincis. I ended up in Illiopolis,
I1linois the summer before I started my junior year in high school ard
my dad before that time had gotten a job at the Sangamon Ordnance
Plant at Illiopolis and he was the First Aid Director of the Sangamon
Ordnance Plant. He taught fi aid to the police and the fireman of
that plant, while we went to school in Illiopolis, brother and I.
I finishad during the time that we lived in Illiopolis. The war was
on, which my brother was in. He went in on Normandy Beachhead and he
was wourded in the war ard since there was just the two of us it kind
of devastated ocur family. But he came home safe and sourd. My father
was the minister of the Illiopolis Christain Chrch and during the
sumer between the time I was a junior and senior in high school, I
had turned eighteen and I went to work at the Ordnance Plant and
because of my brother being in the service, my mother worked out
there, my grandmother worked out there, I had two uncles that worked
out there. So it was kind of a family affair.

Q: Which particular line did you work on at the plant?

A: I worked on K-line, the main part of it. I worked several places
during that summer but I worked on K-line and I made plunger bodies
for 48 fuses. So I have no idea what they were, I just knew that's
what I did. I also worked putting little screws into a part of, I
really couldn't say what it was because I was in a cage all by myself
and there was somecne else in the cage and she put the powder in and
the screws in and then I screwed it down with the electric screwdriver
which was very nerve racking because your life or the life of your
hands at least were depending on the person in the next cage.
eighteen years old it rather upset me, s0 I was moved to the K-line,
which my mother, at the same time, she and I worked together on
K-line. But at one time I was working in a warehouse and we were
unloading boscars because there were so many more women than there
were men and we had to unload the boxcars of the large wooden boxes
that held the small bambs or part of the ammmition and we threw them
out of the boxcars down the conveyors and of course this was in the
summer because I was still in school. And since Daddy had a little
bit of pull, he got me out of that job, I ended up on K-line. Other
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than that I had quite an interesting experience during the summer
between my junior and senior year.

Q: Did you feel the work was dangerous, did you get the general
feeling that there was some danger involved and that the workers were
concerned about the danger?

A: There were same workers that were concerned and there were same
jobs that were extremely dangerous to do, or T felt that they were.
Then of caurse of hearing my dad say of different things that had
happened over the entire area which we were not even allowed to go
into. Youhadtohaveywrbadgecnbeforeymcmldevengomtothe
plant to begin with except where his office was. The administrative
office and the hospital, where his office was located, was open to the
public, you could go but you couldn't go through the gate unless you
had a certain badge and then you had to have a certain badge to go
into different areas of the Ordnance Plant.

Q: Did you ever hear of your father talk of any specific accidents
that you could tell me about?

A: No, not ones that was really caused from—there were pecple that
had fingers hurt and arms hurt but I cannot remember really of any
horrible accident that did happen. I do know that there were a couple
of men that were electrocuted and my dad worked on them for hours and
hours to try and keep them warm.. He kept them warm for a long time
which really upset him when he lost them, but other than that it was
basically of them trying to take care of themselves, that's what his
job was, to cover their skin because they were being exposed to the
different chemicals that would turn their skin different colors and
their hair different colors if they didn't wear the protective
clothing that they were supposed to wear and a lot of pecple didn't
want to take the time to put on this protective clothing. Basically
he taught things like this and first aid to all the new police and the
guards that came out.

Q: Do you think the plant operators attempted to ensure the workens'
safety or was the making of the quotas more important to them?

A: I would say they were very much concerned. At least in the area
where I always worked they were very concerned about the people's
safety. I know that when I was working in that cage, at that
particular time that we had a man that would stand and he was suppased
to inspect everything that came over from the one cage to my cage and
when he wasn't there that is what upset me because it could come over
with the little pellets put up the wrong way and if it did and I put
the screw down it would have blown my hand off. But they seemed to be
pretty much on the beam., Because there was different times, there was
a lot of fun. Webadalotoffmwlmweworkedmthelme They
vmldsug. Ard I worked on a conveyor belt and I picked up about
four or five different things and it would come and I would have one
little thing to take out of the four and I would put on different
little things on it and then put the cap on it and then screw it ower
and put a little pellet thing in it. Sometimes they wouldn't fit and
we would have a whole pile of them that our supervisor would take
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away. But they never shut down the lines. I mean you took it away
and it was fixed but they wouldn't shut down the lines. But when
vigitors would come through there was a little thing down at the end
which everyone was just a little skeptical about being there and they
would blow off one of these things which would just absolutely upset
the visitors to no end. But they thought it was funny, which it was,
it kind of made your day except when you didn't know one was going to
go off.

Q: Did they have a lot of people to came through to inspect and view
the lines? {

A: Yes.
Q: Were they military personnel?

A: I assumed that they were because the other people were not allowed
unless you had a badge. Because if you had lost your badge you didn't
go to work that day.

Q: The entertaimment at the plant, were there any famous pecple that
came out to the plant that you knew of?

A: I wasn't really that mxh involved in it at that particular time
because like I said, I was still in school and this was just my summer
jeb. By the time then that I had graduated by the next year the wax
was over. Ard this I think did happen but at that particular time I
think when they had the entertaimments out but I don't think there was
the entertairments like there was for the troops or anything to that
effect. But there were people that had apartments or rooms right on,
well it was on the Ordnance grourds so to speak, but not in the area
to where you had to have a badge to get in and pecple would stay there
ﬁketheirrmabandsvmldbeinthesewicethemwmldlivethere
the rooms.

Q: So there was same housing on the plant grourds but not within the
area of shell marmfacturing itself? They were sort of like
dormitories or ?

A: Samewhat, yes.

Q: Did they have any daycare facilities for working mothers at the
plant?

A: T believe they did, but like I said, I was just in high school and
I didn't pay too much attention to things like that at that particular
time. But I'm sure that they did because of things that I have heard
and have read recently. You know there is scme of the information
that we have in paper form that we have seen shows different pecples
children being cared for, you know, when they were there. But there
were doctors ard murses and such as that in the hospital proper.
There were several doctors and murses to take care of pecple that ware
ill or got hurt on the lines or just became ill. And they had a
hospital out there.
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Q: Did they have any recreation for the employees, like softball
leagues or anything like that that you know of?

A: Now again I couldn't say because when I went back the second time
after I graduated from school, I went back to work for the Ordnance:
Plant but at that particular time it was—T worked for Remington Rand
when I went back and I think I worked for three different ones.
Between the time I was a junior and senior, I worked for the Ordnance
Plant itself making the bambe and the different thimngs we had, the
ammnition. Then I went back after I had graduated fram high school
and I went back into the telephone office because when I was in high
school I worked in the local telephone office after school and such.
So I had training and I worked in the telephone office. Then there
was a job became available, it was in the payroll department they were
making a new payroll department that would check up on the other
payroll department and we had to have our two departments had to be
within a certain amount of money together. So we setup and I was one
of the basic ones to go in ard a man by the name of Mr. Easter was my
boss at that time and he and I set up all the things and we made the
addressograph plates and such as that and set up this new office and
that is where I worked basically., Then after a year or so then we
had—-T still camnot think of the name and they still have it,
commected with the farming ground, there was a 1 there that worked
for several years and if I had any time on my hands T would go up and
work for her but for the life of me I can't remember the name.

Q: Could you tell me more about the security at the plant? The
security procedures and the guards etc?

A: Like I say, you had to have your badge before you could enter. It
was fenced off, the entire areas were fenced. Like if you would go
three or four miles away from the administration building which was
cpen to the public you still could not get in because they had horse
patrols with the guards even as far as the river to the south and
basically, from Illiopolis, you could get into the administration
building, to the apartments, to the hospital, things like this but
then just a very short way down into the plant area there was some hig
gates that you could not get into. They definitely had it fenced off
to where you couldn't get in.

Q: Wemywinthellliopolisafeaatthetdmttmplantms
ammounced or did you arrive after?

A: No, I was not. I arrived after. It was basically built when we
moved into town because my father had worked for them when we lived in
Springfield.

Q: Did you get same feeling about how peocple felt, farmers for
exanple that had lost their land? Do you have any experiences to
relate about that?

A: Being a farmer's wife now I can probably relate to it a lot easier
than I could have when I was in high school when all this was

happening. Because they came in and said, "We're go to make an
ordnance plant here and your ground has to be part of it," and
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basically fram what I understand, it was because that it is rich
ground around in the Illicpolis area. It wag rich farming ground and
pecple hated to give their home, I mean they were uprooted and the
farmers around the Illicpolis area, basically the west and north and
south of Illicplis was the ones that were affected.

Q: Now they tock these people's home, didtheytearttmdowhordid
they make some use of them?

A: No, they did not because in later years, my husband and I
purchased one of these hame but you could see from what we had gone
into that the pecple were moved out against their will because of
things that were left in the hame. I mean they were not cleaned as if
they were going to be left for anything. Because there was like
catalogs and old shoes and old clothes and anything that they didn't
want was left in the home.

Q: Were any of the huildings or homes used for anything the plant
might do, like headquarters or anything like that?

A: Now that I couldn't say. I do know that there had been, well like
in cur upstairs rooms for some reason they must have used it for
target practice, the guards or samething, because there had been a lot
of gunshots in the upstairs rooms. Then too we had what they called,
it was not cormected to the ground that we had received kut for a
period of I would say more than twenty years, there was a fenced off
area that was right next to our home and then there was ancother one
approximately a mile away. That was fenced off for a good twenty
years after the war because they had things on that
partiaﬂargmnﬂa:ﬂmeymﬂdmtg::trwadﬂmfamitmilitwas
released by the goverrment.

Q: ;Mattypeofﬂm'gs? Camponents for the ammmition that they

A: I assume because I think it was more like to get rid of things
eit‘gerthathadfailedorttnbmbsmmmtcamletedorsmeuﬂngto
that affect.

Q: Were these buried things on this site?

A: T assume they were, I don't know. I really don't, I just know
that this was a fenced in area that people were not supposed to go

!—gtO- It was posted as government property yet and you could not buy
1C.

Q: Do you know who owns those pieces of property now?

A: The people that it was around their home, they bought it when it
came up for sale finally. I know it was a good twenty years
afterwards that when it came up if you wanted to buy it you could bid
on it. And they do farm it now over the one particular area. '

Q: Was this timber ground or farm fields?
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A: No, it was farming ground, both spots that I know of was farming
ground. But there are an awful lot of concrete. Well where their big
warehouses were, where the things on the lines were, they did not
bother to tear these things down which at one time I know that there
are several farmers around that had some of these things buried but it
cost anywhere from two to four thousand dollars to bury this concrete,
just so they could farm over it and wouldn't have to farm arcund it.
There are an awful lot of igloos, an awful lot igloos. In fact the
storage of these igloos I think were supposed to be at approximately
55 degrees the year round and of course they were secure to where they
could secure the bambe in them and there are a lot of them because at
one time, ch when we had the scare of fallout and different things
like this, they had even spoken, same of the pecple from Springfield
might want to come out and buy these and make them into a shelter.
You know where some pecple were trying to build the shelters in their
homes and make it safe, oh there are so so many of them cut around the
DeKalb area because they were never destroyed because they are
extremely hard to destroy. I know at one time my husband was farming
same ground that had these on them and they'd stored their grain in it
because they're dry and that's what I think a lot of the farmers that
have them on their ground do with them because there's security doors
on them you know.

Q: Ymmentimedearliertherewereanawfullotofwcmenthatwor‘md
at the plant, were the wamen in positions of authority? Were there
WOImen supervisors?

A: Not as much as there were the men.

Q: So even though there were more women employed, most of the women
amployees were on the lines?

A

On the lines, yes.
Q: The supervisors arnd bosses were mostly men or all men? J

A: Yes, Idm'teverrmberhavhgamnbossemeptwhmeetnt
into the administration building after I had graduated fram school.

Q: What about minority groups, were there many blacks that worked at
the plant?

A: Yes, quite a few.
Q: Mostly men or women?

A: That's kind of hard to say, I really didn't pay that much
attention to it one way or the other. I had worked with both.

Q: And they did the same jobs or were they doing jobs other than
working on the line?

A: There were sane on the lines but not like the whites because back
in 1943 things like this didn't exist as much as they do now.
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Q: So you think there was probably same discrimination because of
their race then?

A: Yes, I really do.

Q: What kind of jobs did the ones who didn't work on the line have?
A: Ch more or less the janitorial type.

Q: Were there any white janitors?

A: I couldn't say. You know you're enly in one spot. When you go in
you're on one line and that's it, you don't go anyplace else. When we
went in of a morning we had to go into a room and put on our coveralls
ard that's what we worked in, they were lightweight coveralls. And a
lot of them had the steel toed shoes because you didn't know what you
were going to run into. Now there would be supervision by white

because I remember one white lady that was over that department, so to

speak, of where you got your clothes. .
Q: Did you clock in at that place also?

A: No, there was a usual clock house and you usually had to stard fin
line to clock out.

Q: Was there any kind of search done before or after you went in to
work or as you were leaving work?

A: Not to my knowledge, I don't ever remember being searched. Of

course you couldn't take it in to begin with. Where we dressed was
not where we went out. I mean you couldn't take your things, you had
your locker and you couldn't take anything with you.

Q: Was there concern about metal, say jewelry or anything like that
beiryy worn on the line?

A: Ymdidn'twearanyemceptymrrhgs,ymrweddirgringymcchld
wear,

Q: Was that because of the danger of explosion?

A: Well there were machines, like my mother had a machine where you
worked it with your foot but the machine was up on the table and she
would put these little, well I was making punger bodies for 48 fuses
which like I said I didn't realize what they were, but my mother was
on down the line from me so apparently she worked on the same thing

because it came on down. But she put something in it that would blow

a pressure type of

her foot that would make it came down an her hand.
this part of the machine. But like I say, I have
were
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Q: Do you really think it was by design that didn't want the
workers to know all the different facets of the 1 they worked on or
was that just the workers' safety aspect of it?

anything
my own supposition, I do not know that to be
so because they made so many different sizes
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Q: Did you receive a lot of training before you went on the jcb or
did they just hire you ane day and put you on the line the next?

A: That's what it was but they would show you what you were doing but
bas:.cally each job didn't seem to require mich knowledge as far as

ﬂumsmltarﬂp.ltallttlepminltaIﬂaetltdowngmngthe
other way so you had no time because that conveyor belt never stopped.

Q: Was this a very tedious job, was it very boring?

A: No, not really. I mean you could talk to the person across from
you, it wasn't any farther than the dining rocm table and you'd talk
to the pecple on each side of you and across from you. You could keep
a conversation up and still keep your work going.

Q: What kind of salary were you paid?

A: Heavens, I have no idea but to me it was a good salary, I mean
ively to what people were earning ocutside the plant. It had
to be a pretty good salary because I knew of pecple that were coming
ch probably, we live in central Illinois here in Illiopolis, anmd
pecple came up from Litchfield, they came from as far as Beardstown,
from over around the Havana area. That's a lang way to go, same of
them had a two hour drive before they ever came. So they had to make

pretty good money or they wouldn't have,
Q: Did your family live in Illiopolis then, in town?

A: Not at the first when Dad first started out at the plant, we lived
in Springfield. Then we moved ocut in August of 1943.

Q: Mmteffectdidtheplanthavemthetownﬂntycusawinthehn
or three years that you were here after you moved to Illiopolis?
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A: don't}u'm,lvrasalways,becausemydadbej:gammlsterhere,
hewasthemmstarofthectmrchmtwmhthestiwlatlmthathe
could work out at the Ordnance Plant. So I was not an Ordnance Plant
child, so to speak, because I think that a lot of the people in the
tmmresenbaithepeoplemtheo:dnarmplmtmﬂﬂwyllvedhere
See we have two areas. The (O lived in a home that is outside of
Illiopolis now and then we have what the Illiopolis people still call
the north and south staff area. And this is where the guards and
things lived in their homes and these homes were built back in that
time and they have all been basically remodeled and different things
like this but they were the homes of the higher ups of the guards, so
to speak, could live out there.

Q: Were these military persomnel in these homes?

A: Scme of them were. Now the OO, I think he was a colonel that
lived ocut here and the hame is still standing and it's still being
used.

Q: Scme of these people may have been employees of the companies that
ran the Ordnance Plant do you think?

A: They could have been because like I said, I worked for Remington
Rand and I worked for the Sangamon Ordnance Plant. I worked for War
Assets Administration but this was in the years I worked in the plant
for the years they made the bombs, I worked for the Navy when they
were tearing it down and the War Assets Administration and I worked
for the pecople who carried it away.

Q: You mentioned the Navy tore it down?

A: It was the latter part of it, now my checks didn't come from the
Navy and why that the Navy was ever involved in it I have no idea
because I can remember that when they were tearing down the warehouses
that the things that were torn down, like they would tear down the
offices that they would have, well our office when I worked for War
Assets Administration was in a big warehouse out there ard it had all
the typewriters and everything in one room and tables and basically
all the office material, office equipment, and things like that and
theymretaaringitdmm When they would bring it over we had to
list all of them by rumber and it seems to me like that was for the
Navy lut still I think it was still under wWar Assets Administration.
ILike I said, that's been a few years ago.

Q: Those things were transferred to the Navy then?
A: They were returned back to sameone, I have no idea to whom.

Q: You stayed around Illiopolis after the plant closed then, your
family remained in town? pl !

A: They did until after I was married.
Q: And you married . . .

























