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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 Johansen edited the transcripts.

FPhelps Sheller was born Jarmary 6, 1927 in Decatur, Illinois. He grew
up in Illiopolis, Illinois where his father worked for the railroad.
Mr. Sheller worked at the Sangamon Ordnance Plant part-time while he
was in high school. After completing graduation requirements, he went
on to serve in the military during World War IT. Upon his return to
civilian life, he began farming west of Illiopolis on land that was
part of the Sangamon Ordnance Plant. He is still farming today and he
and his wife, Barbara, have two grown sons.

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 completed his MA degree at Sangamon
State University in history. His thesis topic was the Sangamon
Ordnance Plant. He is married ard 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 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 mamuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
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Phelps Sheller, December 4, 1989.
David McCarthy, Interviewer.

Q: What year were you born, Phel?
A: Jamuary of 1927.
Q: So when the plant started you were a boy of about what?

A: Oh it was built around 1941 I think or 1942, right in there and I
was about fourteen or fifteen years old.

Q: Where did you live when the plant started construction?
A: Right here in Illiopolis across from the Christian Church.

Q: Now your femily owned a farm that became part of the plant, is
that correct?

A: Yes.
Q: Could you tell me anything about how the goverrment got your land?

A: Well they just came in and say they are going to take it and the
tenants that were on the farm had thirty days in which to move out.

Q: Did your actually own the land, your family?

A: My father did, yes.

Q: 2bout how many acres were involved in your farm?

A: Two hundred and forty acres.

Q: The procedure then was just written notification or verbal?

A: I'm not really sure an it but I think it was either condemation
or eminent damain, now whether it was written or not I'm not really
quite sure.

Q: So your parents, your father, was actually the one receiving
notification and you didn't have that much to do with it at your age.
Iilwgidymfeelthmghthatthagwenmtwasummgymoffm
and:

A: Well I really lived in town but it was quite upsetting to a lat of
pecple, especially since the goverrment was taking what some of us
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considered the garden spot of the world as far as fertility and black
soil and all that.

Q: So you felt that the goverrment was taking same of the best
farmland and that would mean reduction in production?

A: Yes, I mean there were some pecple quite upset and didn't exactly
know where they were going to go or what they were going to do.

Q: Did any farmers try to fight this proceeding?
A: I don't think so, but I'm not clear on that.

Q: Did your dad ever say anything about he was going to try and not
let the goverrment take his land?

A: No, but they knew they had no choice. You know it was during
World War II.

Q: You feel then most pecple considered it a necessary action ard
that they wanted to help out with the war effort then?

A: Well down deep, Dave, I don't know whether they really did or not
but they had no choice.

Q: Now you lived in town but your dad farmed out.

A: My dad was not a farmer, he just owned the farm and he had a
tenant on the farm.

Q: And then you've since taken up farming yourself?

A: Yes.

Q: What profession was your father involved with?

A: He was on the railroad, a train dispatcher.

Q: The tenant on your farm in particular, who was that?

A: It was Mr. Dickerson but I can't even recall the first name right
now.

Q: }bwdidhemact,djdymha\}emymtactwithhimtoseewhat
his feelings were on the proceedings?

A: He didn't exactly know vhere he was going to go and he finally got
a place up at Atlanta, Illinois where he moved to.

Q: To farm?

A: Yes.
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Q: What about same of the neighbors on the land that you owned but
didn't farm, same of the other pecple cut there that were farming
besgides your tenant, how did they feel?

A: 'IheonlymxethatIhadreallytalkedto,a:ﬂthatwasafter
everything had happened, he finally bought a place up there at
Atlanta. He had a place up there at Atlanta and that's how Mr.
Dickerson got that and he went down by Pawnee and bought some ground.

Then after the war was over and the land was returned why he came back

to this place here in Illiopolis which is right south of me.

Q: After the war then, the family repurchased the land that they'd
lost?

A: Either the landowner or the tenant, in case my father didn't want

our farm why the tenant had the next preference. But dad wanted it
back.

Q: Did he purchase the entire acreage that he lost?

A: Yes, he did.

Q: Did some farmers buy back more than they'd lost to begin with?
A: Some of them had like the man across the road had the opportumity
of having his father-in-law's because his father-in-law didn't want
his land and he owned it and he farmed it too and he had moved up
north somewhere. So he went ahead and purchased that land and then if
there was damage or this or that done to it why they appraised it and
made allowances for this or that.

Q: Do you recall how much per acre your ground sold for to the
goverrment?

A: A hurdred and eighty dollars an acre.
Q: And how much did you have to pay to get it back?

As Ithhﬂcitwasrigtrtammithesmpriceif'ithaddamagesmit
which they made allowances for it.

Q: Did your's have mich damage to it?

A: No, just a little rock where a railroad track run on the
northside, no not really.

Q: What were some of the damages that some of the other farmers might
have experienced?

A: Some of them had these, well I call them Iumnkers, I guess that's
the right name, on them and then some of them had railroad tracks and
mofthemhadhxildhgsarﬂsaneofthamhadthemmedmﬁ
different things.

Q: Was there a farmhouse on your land?
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A: Yes, the one I'm in now.

Q: Was it used by the goverrment?

A: No.

Q: Imﬂerstarﬂsweofthehmseswemused ywtellmabmt

those? For example, Mr. Iyons' hmse,wasitusedby govermnmant
for anything?

A: I can't answer that.

Q: Are there any of these hunkers or storage facilities on your

A: No.

Q: Any on the land that you farm?

A: No, but there are some sauth of me. Some people buried their's.
Q: Do you know what those were used for?

A: To store same kind of ammmnition is all I can tell you.

Q: You have no particular information as to exactly what kind?

A: T can't tell you exactly what kind.

Q: I understand you worked at the plant when you were young?

A: I did.

Q: What age and what did you do?

A: I was sixteen or seventeen years old and I loaded boxes for
shells, they said that were 20 millimeters that was made on K line.

Q: So you worked on K line?

A: No, I didn't work on K line, I worked in the warehouse that loaded
the boxes and stuff for K line.

Q: Okay, the warehouse for K line.
A: But I never was on the lines myself.
Q: Now were the shells that you handled . . .

A: Now you're misunderstanding, I didn't move shells, I just had the
boxes and had nothing to do with the shells.

Q: Just the packing crates then, you loaded them.
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A: On to trucks and they took them over there but after that I was
through.

Q: Did you ever actually get to go over ard see the operations where
they made the shells?

A T don't know whether I could have or not, guess I didn't want to if
you get what I mean but I guess I could have but I didn't.

Q: Were there a lot of high school age boys working at the plant or
were you an exception?

A: There were same of us but I wouldn't want to say a lot. We were
an exception and made seventy-five cents an hour.

Q: Seventy-five cents an hour.

A: Thought that was pretty good money at that time.

Q: Now did you work after school hours or was that weekends?
A: That was summer.

Q: Did you work at all during the school year?

A: No.

Q: Could you have?

A: I don't know.

Q: Did any of your classmates that you know of?

A: No, none of us that was in that group did that I know of.

Q: Do you feel that most people that lived in Illicpolis that did not
own land were supportive of the plant?

A: It brought in a lot of taverns and pecple rented rooms and scmeone
started the trailer court arnd things like that. I think it helped
pick up business activity.

Q: So econcmically you think that the plant benefited the community?

A: Scome yes, and of course there was a lot of them commuted from
Decatur, Springfield, Taylorville, Lincoln and what have you.

Q: Was there much feeling in the cammmity that there was some damxyer
presented by the plant? s

A: Well I can't really give you an honest answer but I really don't
think so.

Q: You didn't hear pecple talk about, "Gosh, what if that explodes, "
or anything like that? '
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A: No, I don't think they made that big of shells and stuff around
here.

Q: The growth in the commnity during the war plant years, do you
feel like the population increased as a result of the plant's

preserce?

A: Scre yes.

Q: How big was Illiopolis, say in 1940 before the war started for us?
A: I'd say around seven hundred.

Q: By the time the war was over with do you feel the population had
topped a thousand of permanent residents?

A: 1'd say in the neighborhood, yes.
Q: Do you know of interesting stories about some of the places
that people lived dur the plant's operation? I've heard several
pecple say that there were individuals who rented rooms in shifts so
that they each had eight hours of time there and things like that? Do
you know of any stories like that?
A: I don't know like that but I know my mother at that time rented
rocms. I know she rented rooms but these guys came in and helped
buildtheplantarﬂtheywem,ymkmwwhatImean, regular for well,
I don't know how long my mother kept the, a couple of years I think.
Q: So they had their own room and they paid rent to your family?
A: Yes,

Q: Were most families doing that in Illiopolis, having people come in
ard live with their families as boarders?

A: We didn't board, we just roomed.

Q: So they had to acquire their meals elsewhere then?
A: I'm sure same did but I just can't recall too well.
Q: But your family did, you are sure of that?

A: Yes,

Q: When you went to work at the plant did you have an ID badge that
you had to show?

A: Yes, to get in the gate.
Q: Was security pretty tight at the plant, a lot of guards?
A: On any gate that I went in there was always a guard, yes.
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Q: Where exactly did you work, where was the facility where you
loaded the crates located?

A: Do you know where Foundation Seed DeKalb is?

Q: Yes.

A: Right there.

Q: So those huildings that are part of Foundation for DeKalb now,
some of those buildings were there fram the war plant?

A: Yes.

Q: Where was K line atinrelatimtothefacilityymjust
described? Was it on the southside of 36 or the north side?

A: Oh, it was on the southside of 36. George Smith or some of them
could probably tell you better than I can on that. But I think it was
right over there.

Q: 'm;aplantmsdividadintotnopaxtsaslmﬂerstardit,the
northside and the southside, could you shed any light on that for us?

ngmitmsorganizedormoperatedeadmside, samething along that
line?

A: Well they had what they called Sangamon Ordnance Plant and they
had the military for the Ordnance was here and that's one reason the
north and the south staff area was built but to tell you what
campanies operated it, I can't tell you.

Q: Okay. The military was present at the plant then?

A: Yes, they had a colonel ocut here and you know where rhillips live,
that was one of the Colonel's hame.

Q: Do you remember his name?

A: No, I don't.

Q: Do you feel like that the plant was mainly run by civilians with
military overseers or did the military, from what you could see, take
an active role in actually rurning the place.

A: It was run by civilian and your military as far as I know.

Q: What about your supervisor that you worked under, was he a
civilian?

A: VYes,
Q: Do you remember his name?
A: No, I don't.
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Q: Who else worked with you at the plant?

A: Isaac Lutes, he's dead now. Dick Twrnbull and Earl Siders, I
don't know vhere he's located. He was from Buffalo.

Q: These were boys about your age though that worked in the freight
loading?

A: Yes., And Dean Kaylor, he's deceasced.
Q: Now you mentioned the staff areas. Those houses were all for

military personnel or were there same civilian employees that got
those houses too?

A: Well they were either and I might not be correct on this but there
were either military or the big management employees of the plant.

Q:  When you were working on the loeding of crates, how many hours a
day did you work in the sumner?

A: We worked eight hours and if one of the other warehouses got busy,
we worked some overtime,

Q: Was the overtime just straight seventy-five cents an hour or did
you get additional money for working overtime?

A: I don't recall,

Q: Were there any facilities at the plant that you used, such as the
cafeteria?

A: At one time I worked in the cafeteria, too. They had a cafeteria
upbytheadminmtratimmildingmtheaarthsideandemesmnethey
had ane on north but I don't really know.

Q: What did you do at the cafeteria?

A: Oh all I did was work on the line and serve food.

Q: Do you recall how much you were paid by that?

A: No I don't.

Q: Was the cafeteria run by the same company that ran the entire
plant or was it contracted?

A: It was a contracted deal and Maldaner's in Springfield ran the one
that I worked for.

Q: Was that contract for just the one line cafeteria or do you think
that Maldaner's had the other lines too?

gmtIthimcjustfortlmtparthnarcafeteriamtI'mmtdefmiteon
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Q: Definitely Maldaner's ran the one that you were on?
A: Yes,

Q: OCkay. The buildings on the plant facility, were there any
dormitories that you know of for workers to stay in?

A: No, hut they ran special interurbans back and forth for workers
from Springfield and Decatur. But not that I know of, no.

Q: So they had special train routes that picked people up?
A: Yes, they had the interurban.

Q: Nwwasthatanelectncgwerad more like a streetcar really
eum@titranbetwemSprirgf eld and Decatur?

A: Yes, it ran on a line, trolley like. It would run fifty, sixty or
seventy miles per hour.

Q: Was that there before the plant then?

A: Yes, that's one reason that they picked this location by being
inland and between Springfield and Decatur there was good
transportation.

Q: How long did that line last after the plant was closed?
A: ©Oh, I can't answer, I don't have any idea.
Q: Was it still operating in the 1960's?

A: I don't think so. I don't think it was long after that that the
inter urban between Springfield and Decatur——they had some freight but
they were passenger too.

Q: SmtmeamﬂlQSOgiveortakeayearortwo then it stopped
running, would that be a fair assessment?

A: I'd say in the neighborhood but I'm not sure on it.

Q: Anytime that you were involved with the plant. Did you ever hear
anythjngabwtmimizingtheemplayaes’

A: No, I really didn't.

Q: What about minority employees? Were there many blacks for
example, that worked at the plant?

A: I can't honestly answer that but I know in the warehouse area
where we were there were no blacks. At that time we never thought
much about minorities.

Q: What about in the cafeteria, were there any blacks working in
there?
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A: No, I don't believe there was, but I believe there were surely
some blacks working in the plant. But where I worked there wasn't.

Q: Did they have medical facilities that you might have utilized
while you were at the plant?

A: Yes, they had what they called first-aid and all that.

Q: Did you have to take a physical before you could get employment?
A: I don't remember, Dave, but I don't think so.

Q: Was there anytime where you or one of your co workers was injured?

A: I think I went to sick bay ance when I got my finger caught or
samething, just wrapped it up, it was very minor.

Q: Were you seen by a murse or did they have a doctor on duty?

A: I don't even think this was a mirse, I think this was a first aid
person, you know what T mean.

Q: After the closure of the plant when they finally began to
dismantle it were you still around the area at that time?

A: Same yes, but T mean not too much.
Q: After graduation fram high school, what did you do?
A: I went to the service for a year and a half in World War II.

Q: So right at the end of the war for a year and a half you were in
the Army?

A: Navy.

Q: Did you see action overseas then?

A: T didn't actually see action but I was overseas for a year.
Q: What kind of ship were you on?

A: I was on a ARD21 it repaired IST bottoms, worked on hulls.
Q: Where all did you travel to?

A: I went to Okinawa, Guam and the Marshall Island.

Q: Do you recall when you returned back to the Illiopolis area then
after your service in the military?

A: Yes, I came back in August of 1946,
Q: By that time had farmers regained control of their land?
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A: Yes, they were begimming to. I think that might have been 1945
and 1946 I'm not quite definite on that.

Q: Were the buildings in the area of the plant, had many of them been
dismantled at the time you came back?

A: No ard then T don't think same areas had been released by the
govermment.

Q: wWhy wauld the areas not have beem released?

A: Some of them had, I don't know whether it had been a testing
ground, it had a little fence around it.

Q: Was it possible for the disposal of hazardous materials . . .

A: And then I think they thought if you'd plow them you'd set off
sanething.
Q: Where were those lands located that were fenced off?

A: They were just out away from the plant. I think there was some
down there on George's lard.

Q: So they were south in the vicinity of the Sangamon River?

A: Yes, whatIkrwofandtrm'ImJldn'ttellymmethertherewas
any out north or not.

Q: Didymeverhearofanymethathadprdala:sorhaveym
personally had any problems since ﬂbegan farming with materials
whic:l'l;mreleftfmmtheplant sp for example or anything of that
nature

A: Oh just a little gravel in a few fields on the north end but
nothing like railroad tracks.

Q: Did you ever know of any other farmers that had any problems?
A: Not really.

Q: Did your father ever consider employment at the plant?

A: No.

His railroad position then was probably one of importance to the
transpartatimofgoodsardpeopleamﬂthecamxy’?

A: The C & IM Railroad at that time was commected with Taylorville
and Kincaid and they had quite a few mines and they hauled coal to
Havana.

Q: Did your mother consider work at the plant?

A: Nope I don't really know why but she didn't. She didn't work.
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Q: Do you have brothers and sistersg?

A: I have a sister.

Q: How old was she?

A: Two years older than I am.

Q: Did she work at the plant?

A: No, let's see she graduated in 1943 and she went on to collega.
Q: Did any of your other relatives work there?

A: No, but I just don't have any relatives really, Dave.

Q: Alright do you have anything else that you would like to add? Any
stories or information that you'd like to share about the plant?

A: It did seem to me that when they came in amd decided that they were
going to do it, some of the contractors was on cost-plus and I mean
they really put that thing up and it was just unbelievable really.

Q: The speed with which it was constructed?

A: Tt's just unbelievable what the United States can do, even
military or anyway when they decide to make up their mind, I'mnot
goingtosayit'sgoingtobethedm;estorthemostefficimrthrt
that plant was very very well huilt.

Q: About how long did it take to complete the construction, do you
A: I really can't be sure on that but it was quick, it seemed like to
me.

Q: It was fairly early in 1942 when they got underway if I'm not
mistaken? Say by the spring of 19427

A: That seems to be about right.

Q: And then construction, did it take more than a year you think?
meemworkmgtlmrewhm?

A: I think when I was a senior, I might have worked there when I was
a junior. I'm not sure on that.

Q: The summer before your junior year you may have and the summer
before your senior year you did and you graduated in 1945. Then what
years were you in the military?

Q: I went in, I had one semester of high school and they told me I
was graduating and so I went in in Jarmmary of 1945.
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A: So yowu attended the first semester of your senior year and then
went to the military?

A: Yes.

Q: Anything else besides the rapid construction of the plant you'd
like to mention?

As Idm'thmifym'vegatan{nfiguresmitmtlmthat
enployment went up when they got operation but I don't remember how
many.

Q: Do you feel like that many pecple from Illiopolis got employment
at the plant, just a geheral impression.

A: There were some that worked cut there but really Illicpolis
waaldn't have been a drop in the bucket with what they had to have and
they came from all around.

Q: How about the mmber of women at the plant from whatever you were
able to determine in your short stay there and egpecially in your
cafeteria work, did it seem like there were more women at the plant
than men?

A: Well T mean I wasn't cquite, well what shall I say, use to it but
there were more women worked out there in general, like some of the
truck drivers at the warehouse were women. They just drove the trucks
and we'd load them but there were quite a few women., Really I guess
that's where women began to get into the operation of just everything.

Q: Do you feel like that before the war that women had mainly not
been a part of the industrial work force to any great extent?

A: Yes, I do.

Q: And after the war, do you think many of the women stayed on arxd
worked in industry and business?

A: T really can't answer that definitely but this is my own personal
opinion. During the war you always read about the welders and this
and that ard I think this is where we started, that women became
involved in outside jobs rather than staying at home and that trend
began to change from then on.

Q: One more thing I'd like to ask you about. After you returned from
the war, when did you begin to farm the ground that your family owned?

A: When I came back from service, I was a little confused as to what
I wanted to do. I still regret one thing. I had an education handed
to me with the GI Bill and I went to school for a year and a half. I
was going to school when Barbara and I got married and I wasn't just
too happy with school and it wasn't because I was doing all that bad
with grades but I didn't know exactly what I wanted to be and my

neigbhor said to me one day, "Why don't you farm?" And I said, "I







