Preface

This manuscript is the product of a series of tape-recorded interviews
concducted 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 Johansen edited the transcripts.

Lila Bouvet Roese was born October 9, 1923 and has been a life long
resident of central Illinois, Mrs. Roese has held numercus jobs
during her life including her employment as an assembly line worker at
the Sangamon Ordnance Plant during world War II. She is the mother of
two grown sons and is retired,

B. bDavid 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 completed his MA degree at Sangeamon
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 spcken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
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 judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in wri from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243, _
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Lila Roese, December 28, 1989.
David McCarthy, Interviewer.

Q: 1lLila, could you tell me a little bit about yourself?

A: I'm Lila Roese, mother of two sons. I was born October 9, 1923.
Q: In Springfield?

A: In Springfield.

Q: And what was your maiden name?

A: Bouvet.

Q: What were your parents' names?

A Ieon and Flossie.

Q: Wwhat kind of work experiences have you had?

A: TI've been a cook, I worked at Sangamo Electic, I worked at the
Ordnance Plant and run a bowling alley and a housewife.

Q: What year did you start at the plant?
A: ©Ch boy, my badge mmber was 2616, I was one of the first ones

Q: So probably in early 1942.
A: Yes, it's when they first started production that I was hired.
Q: What were you hired to do at the plant?

A: On the assembly line, I mean they didn't hire you for anything
specific, if you went in the plant you did whatever they told you.

Q: Which line did you go to work on?

A: I started in on I line but I got powder poison and I was
transferred to K line.

Q: what did they make on I line?
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A: We made the fuses for the 75 millimeter shells. And also on K
line you went through the assembly of the 75's.

Q: You mentioned powder poison what was that?

A: Tt was terrible, you turned yellow. Just as yellow as yellow
could be and orange, your hair twrned orange, and your whole body that
was exposed to the powder turned yellow. And I laid for a week, well
I went to work everyday but I was a week in the hogpital out there. A
car would pick me up and take me up to the hospital and keep me. All
the veins in my face came to the surface and it was terrible.

Q: Did it have any lasting effects?

A: No, after I was moved out of the powder, the color stayed a
longtime but physically it didn't harm me.

Q: Did you have any protective clothing when you were working in the
powder?

A: Ch yes, you wore a cap ard you wore a mask and of course you had

your uniforms, they were little blue uniforms that's about all. You

wore no jewelry whatsoever on account of sparks.

Q: Was the poisoning by inhaling the powder or contact with the skin?
A: Contact with the skin., You could tell when you went anywhere, you

couldtellwmwaaworkimmﬂaepwderbecausetheyallmmedthe
game color.

Q: Did they regularly rotate pecple out of the powder or were there
pecple that worked there the whole time in the powder?

A: See I left T line so I think a lot of them went to different lines
because of the powder, you could only work in there so long.

Q: How long had you worked in it roughly when the poison came?

A: T think almost a year, I mean you had the color but then the veins
in my face they started and then they moved me right away.

Q: Was there any medication they could give you for this?

A: No, they just kept an eye on me to see that nothing else
developed.

Q: You mentioned the hogpital at the plant. Did they have a full
setup and have doctors on hand?

A: Yes, and nmurses.

Q: Approximately how large was the hospital?
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A: Oh it wasn't very large. I mean the room they had me in maybe had
three beds but it was fully staffed. Now this was on the southside.

When you worked at Illiopolis you only knew the place that you worked.
Even each plant had, let's see, it would be a west side and an east

side and you never met anybody in the other part.

Q: So actually it was like four parts, a northside divided into the
east and west?

A: No, I don't know anything about the north side, they told you
nothing. Wherever you worked you were more or less isolated from the
rest of the people.

Q: So you think there was a great deal of secrecy around the plant?
A: Oh yes.

Q: Wwhat about their security procedures?

A: vhen we went in, you clocked in, they more or less looked you
over. You had a badge and then you went up and you had to change
clothes and while you were down in the plant they searched your
clothes. Now my mother got caught with matches and she didn't smoke
ard she got caught with matches in her pockets because she had went
out and burned papers the night before. She got three days suspension
but they went through your clothes, your purse, everything while you
were down in the plant, they could go through your locker.

Q: Were these civilian guards or military guards?

A: In the dressing roams, they were just women, they weren't
military. No we never seen military out there in the plants.

Q: Not even officers coming around checking up?
A: No, never.
Q: Do you recall who ran the southside?

A: No, I don't. That one book that I told you about that Doug
Jaohnson has I think has some of the names in it.

Q: Do you remember the plant manager on your side?

A: No, in fact each bay had, the plant was called bays and each bay
had a boss and that's all you ever seen or talked too.

Q: Do you remember your bay boss then?
A: Oh boy it's been so long ago my memory is slipping. No, I can't

remegwber. If I do I'll let you know because it takes me awhile to
remember things.
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Q: szaidywrmtlmrwoﬁcedétttmplant. What did she do at the
plant?

A: She worked alongside of me.

Q: The same thing?

A: Wellm,IwasmIarﬂshewasmK,butwhenIgcrttransfened
we were together.

Q: How about your father, did he work ocut there?

A: Yes, he was one of the first ones hired to build, he was a
carpenter and he worked in the carpenter shop. After the building he
worked in the carpenter shop for about three years.

Q: I have been trying to find out, I believe I read that scomewhere
and I've tried to confirm it.

A: No,therewasmdamagethatlheaniofmthescuthsideemept
the interurban couldn't run. The interurban tracks run there and part
of them was under water, not at Illiopolis.

Q: It must have been a terrible rain. Is that the worst one you can
recall?

A: Yes, it is.

Q: Do you remember how many inches fell?

A: No I don't remember but I know everything was flooded, even this
road where I live now it was all flooded, the bridge down by the

Sandbar it was under water. That's why we had to go so far around,
there was no way to get to Springfield other than from the north end.
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Q: You mentioned the segregation on the inter urban, how many blacks
worked at the plant?

A: I wouldn't have any idea. In fact on I or K the only place that
you seen a black was either cocking or in the dressing roams, they
were not down on the floors.

Q: So the jobs that they held were other than working on the line
itself?

A: They were more like janitors or cocks, something like that. Now
the ladies that stayed up in the dressing rooms, they had to clean the

bathrooms and everything.
Q: mydoymsupposeﬂmt'sﬂaewayitwas?

A: I don't know, I never even thought of it because I was never
prejudice against them.

Q: Do you think that was just the way it was then?
A: Yes it was.

Q: And wherever you would have gone you would have fournd similar
ciramstances?

A: TI've never been anywhere but Springfield hut it was segregated in
a lot of ways because you seen it. Now I don't know about the north
side, I think there was scme workers on the north side. Now you could
talk to samebody that worked on the north side.

Q: Could you tell me more about the way the inter urban worked, did
you usually take it?

A: No, we drove, we car pooled. We had a great big old Cadillac,
what year was that, Dad? A 1937 Cadillac that had, oh you could seat
elevminitarxiwegichedupeverymethatwekrmamminour
neighborhood, we'd pick them up and drive to work. Because my dad,
see my dad worked, my mom worked and I worked.

Q: Did your husband work there too?

A: No, he was in the service.

Q: Now what year did you leave the plant?

A: I left the plant, we were working at the plant the day the war was
over and I had the privilege because I was there the longest I had the
privilege of boxing the last fuse that went out of the plant as it
came down the assembly line.

Q: Did you any other honors during the time you were there as a
group or individually?




A: No.

Q: Was there some kind of award that was given for production?

A: No, other than the federal give us scamething and I can't think of
what the name of it was. We had a flag that flew over the plant hut
Doug Johnson has that, I wish I'd kept them now.

Q: Possibly I can get ahold of them.

A: It was supposed to be at the library, now I don't know whether it
is or not.

Q: 1I'll check there. Did you remember your wages from the plant?
Al 'Ihii:ty—m;edollarsaweek.

Q: That was for a five-day week or six-day?

A: Six days.

Q: How many hours a day did you work?

A: We worked eight, because there was another shift that came in.

Q: Most of the time you were there were there just two shifts or were
there three?

A: T couldn't tell yom, I really couldn't.
Q: Which shift did you work?
A: T worked from eight to four-thirty or samething like that.

Q: Did you have a paid lunch hour or you were not paid. Probably you
were not paid.

A: Well you never left the plant after you got in there, you could
not get aut.

Q: They had a cafeteria?

A: They had a cafeteria there, they had what they called bombshelters
where the cafeteria was and you got a break and you could go down and
smoke.  You could carry your cigarettes but no matches and they had
lighters. I don't know have you ever been in one of the buildings
there? I think Bob said that K line is still there, even the markings
on the wall. I think DeKalb has it.

Q: Well I've been in some of the DeKalb buildings which I understand
were used for the plant 80 yes I have been in some.

A: Downstairs they had what they called bambshelters and they had
lighters on the posts and you could smoke down there if you could find
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cigarettes because there was no cigarettes and every now and then
they'd get cigarettes down in the bambshelter and you had to play them
like a flute because they were wormy and you never knew what brand you
were going to get because odd brands that you never heard of but ch
that was treat if you could find a package of cigarettes.

Q: Most of the cigarettes went to the GI's?
A Yes,

Q: Was the employment at the plant the only time you'd had any
dealings around Illicpolis?

A: VYes.

Q: I was asking because I was wondering if you knew anything about
the condemnation of the land for the plant or anything of that nature,
of any of the farmers losing their ground?

A: No, in fact I didn't know Illiopolis was there until the plant
went up and my dad went to work there. Like I say he went to work
there building the buildings and then he stayed on as a maintenance
man.

Q: Do you think that he was involved in building the igloos?
A: No, he was on the southside.

Q: There are a few igloos on the southside side down near
Mechanicsburg Road, did you ever work anywhere near those?

A: No. He was a carpenter and all the wood buildings is what he
built. Then the picture I showed you, those trays, now he was
involved in making those. But we started out with trays scooting them
down to the table to where they put in the conveyor belts and then
what do they call them, time study gquide, he'd came by and well you
could work a little faster so just about every two weeks they'd boost
that conveyor belt up and I mean when they'd boost it up you had to
work like the devil to keep up but you got used to it.

Q: Did they have a certain quota you had to make?

A: They did in a way, in parts of it. They had quotas that should be
out but then you'd have a belt breakdown or a machine break down so
they weren't real strict about you had to do this.

Q: Could you give me a step by step by procedure of how I line
worked?

A: Iet's see, on the line that I worked on there was three machines
on each side when you started at the front of the table. There was
three machines on each side that tamped in the powder pellets and they
were big machines, they had for protection of the workers in case
went wrong, they were made of steel and they wouldn't work
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unless you closed the door. Now I know that on the other side, on the
east side of our plant, that one o i
blew the steel in her chest. But we never did get to meet her. So
let's see, each side of the le was the same, you had three machines
you put in three powder pellets, then you had an inspector if the
pellet were tamped enough. Then you had a detonator that was screwed
in and then you had another inspector to see if that was down and the
last machine clamped the detonator into the fuse. Then it went on
another line then. Then it went to K where I finally ended up

working.

Q: What were the steps in the operation on line K then?

¢ Gosh I can't tell you because I had been there so long, my boss
used me for working like if somebody had to leave to go to the
restroom or if somebody didn't show up I worked the whole line, so I
was familiar enough with it that I could work from the first to the
last of the line so really step by step I can't go through that one.
Q: That's where they actually put the . . .

A: The cone and screwed the fuse into the top of the cone.

Q: It was like line I was the begimming stages of production with the
shell and K was the final stage?

A: VYes.

Q: You mentioned a lady getting hurt on the other side of the plant.
Was she the only one you recall getting a serious injury?

N R I e e s g
but one of the machines did blow up.

Q: Was that a fatal injury?

A: No, hurtful but not fatal. Now on the northside they had more
ﬁiﬁmmuiedm]@epitquietsopeoplediquetscamd

Q: Was there any kind of rule about not talking about what you did at
the plant when you say went into Springfield?

A: No.
Q: You could tell everybody what you did?

A: Well what was samething about, "Loose lipe sink ships," that wes
plastered all over. ' oS B

Q: A lot of posters around telling you to work hard for the war
effort and to keep quiet.
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A: Notrealli that as just little sayings, they weren't real strict
at all. I everybody there was so sensitive about the war that
they knew better, that they didn't blab. In fact there was so many
different parts of what we did that you really couldn't tell anybody

anything other than what you did yourself.

Q: Do you feel that a lot of the workers were fearful or concerned
about their safety at the plamt?

A: No, we used to sing. It's boring to sit there with conveyor belts
all the time so one down the line would start singing a song amd
everybody would join in and samebody would think of another one and I
never knew of anybody that was scared to work there. Some of the »en,
they were sissies.

Q: How many men and women would you guess percentage-wise there were.
Like were there more women that worked in southside?

A: ©Oh yes, well you can see by that picture that there was. This was
the boss and he was the assistant. Now these are maintenance men.

Q: FEach line had several maintenance men?

A: Not really, they'd usually call. I think maybe there was two that
stayed there and then if samething broke down on the machine that they
didn't know then they'd call over at the main maintenance place and
they'd come over.

Q: Did you develop any lifelong friendships with any of the people
that you worked with?

A: Oh that reminds me, I'll show you samething that we had at that
time. Ioock at it, you can tell how old it is.

Q: It's a bracelet.

A: It's a forget-me-not bracelet and it's all sterling silver and
each girl would buy so many that she wanted to give away with her name
engraved on it and then you'd trade. Some of the girls had great big
necklaces. But it's sterling silver.

Q: Ch I see and each little link has a name?

A: Of a girl that worked with you, that was friends of yours. But
they were from all over, I mean I can only remember scme.

Q: I see Flossie is on here, now that was your mother?
A: No, that wasn't my mother, that was another Flossie.

Q: There's a Betty, a ILeona and several others that are a little bit
difficult to read.

A: It needs to be polished.
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Q: Do you know any of those ladies that are still around Springfield?

A: Like I say I only knew of one girl from around here that worked
there. They were from Tovey and Decatur and just all over. I mean
way south of Springfield they came to work.

Q: Were there any people fram out of state that moved to the area to
mrkattheplantthatymhmqf?

A: Not that T know of, no. You really didn't have time other than
sanebody sitting next to you acroes the table or working on your
table, you didn't have time really to get that friendly with pecple.

Q: Did a lot of pecple stay at the plant? Did they have some
dormitories there?

A: Now that I couldn't tell you because like I say when you clocked
in and clocked cut you had to leave and the clockhouse was quite a
distance from where the buildings were and you didn't tarry, you got
out of there.

Q: How about Illiopolis, did you ever go into town, or did you always
go right back west of Springfield?

A: We went to Illiopolis once, we had to work over and there used to
be an eating place. Of course they've changed the road now and we
went there to get scmething to eat and then right back to the plant
but we didn't go into Illiopolis at all.

Q: Were there a lot of Illiopolis people that you remember working
around on the line that you were on or were most of the pecple from
outside of the area?

A: Most of the pecple that I worked with were like Pana, Decatur, all
the little towns around that the wowen came to work. But like I say
you didn't really have time to get that familiar with everybody that

was there, A lot of the girls, the fuses, they'd write their names on
it and a lot of them got answers back from the fellows that were in

the service, it was fumny.

Q: Now were you supposed to do that or . . .
A: Oh no you wasn't supposed to do that but they did.

Q: What about the location where Bordens Chemical plant is now, what
was located there on the plant grounds?

A: The hospital was up in that area. The only reason T know that is
because I stayed there and I believe there was some offices of scme
kind where the higher-ups had their offices and things.

Q: Right next to the Bordens plant, Herrin Fertilizer I believe has a
building set back there, it's like kind of a brown block building.
Was that constructed for the plant?
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A: I don't know.
Q: I've always wondered that.

A: Now the maintenance and the carpenter shope and that was on the
farthest west side.

Q: Near lanesville or not that far?

A: It didn't go down that far. Bob was going to take me one day when
he got out of college, he worked for DeKalb and he was going to take

me over to K line to see if I could remember because it has changed so
much since the war. I hadn't been back that way until we bought the

bowling alley. So I'd keep looking at things and say, "Is that line

S0 and so?" or, "Is that K line, is that I 1line?" and I was trying to
associate with what I knew but it's been so many years in between that
I hadn't been ocut that way. I'm not a traveler.

Q: Did you get any vacation time?

A: No.

Q: So it was fifty-two weeks a year?

A: You worked everyday.

Q: Including Christmas and Easter and Thanksgiving.

A: Yes. '

Q: Was there overtime paid for those days?

A: No.

Q: If you worked beyond your eight-hour day was there overtime?

A: Yes, there was overtime if you worked overtime.

Q: Now did you work double shifts or a shift and a half?

A: I think it was a half,

Q: Like a twelve-hour shift?

A: Yes, but we didn't do that too often.

Q: Was that time and a half for the extra four hours?

A: I don't remember.

Q: Did they have any recreation at the plant, like did they have any

softball leagues or bowling leagues or anything like that that you
could get into?
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A: Ch no, you didn't have time and who'd want to have a softball
with all women because there was very few men there. In fact there
were no man on the production lines at all. They were either bosses
or maintenance.

Q: Were there any female bosses at all anywhere?

A: Yes, you had a lady that was the head inspector on K line, if you
had any problems with an inspector then you went to her. But that's
really the only woman boss that I knew of.

Q: The staff area housing that we know is the south staff and the
north staff areas, do you know anything about those two areas?

A: No, I didn't know anything about those. Like I . you went to
work and you left because you were tired and like we lived in
Springfield. If we was going to do anything we came to Springfield
because Illiopolis was small. There wasn't really anything and you
didn't associate with those people. Those were mostly people that
stayed up in the high ranks.

Q: Were there any daycare facilities on the plant for mothers who
were working there?

A: No, that daycare for children is modern.

Q: Okay, what about unions? Did you ever hear of any talk about a
union at the plant?

A: No.

Q: You never heard any feelings at all about pecple saying we ought
to get a union together or anything?

A: No.

Q: Why do you suppose that was?

A: It was a more different time than it is today. People didn't
think of the union, all they concentrated on was the war, that's it.
People then, they stood together and you didn't hear unions or this or
that, they all pulled together, they were there to win the war.

Q: So like a natiocnal pride type thing?
A: It was. ‘

Q: What about if a worker was injured or disabled an the job, would

there have been any kind of compensation for him at that time, like
there would be today?

A: T really don't know because I didn't know of anyone that was
injured, But like if you were injured they took care of you right
now. They paid them and just like me, I stayed a week in the































