Preface

This manuscript is the product of a series of tape-recorded interviews
on the Sangamon Ordnance Plant which was operated near Illiopolis,
Illinois during Word War II, conducted by B. David McCarthy for the
Oral History Office, Sangamon State University in the fall of 1989,
m:gamg.RaederalsotmnscribedthatapesarﬂKamemeditedthe
transcripts.

Dora Welch was born October 6, 1910 in Logan County, Illinois. She
has spent most of her adult life in the Illiopolis, Illinois area
where she still works as a school crossing guard. During world War
IT, Mrs. Welch was employed at the Sangamon Ordnance Plant as an
assembly line worker.

B. David McCarthy was born and raised in cemtral Illinois, where he
earned a BA in history in 1976 from Western Illinois University. He
has been employed as a teacher at Illicpolis 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 and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
respensible 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 ard 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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Dora Welch, Jamary 2, 1990.
David McCarthy, Interviewer.

Q: Dora, could you tell us a little bit about yourself, your
background.

A: T was born and raised on a farm in Logan County, close to Mt.
Pulaski and I went through high school in Mt. Pulaski. Before that I
went to a little country schoolhouse through the eighth grade. I
married and have ane grown daughter and my husband deceased in 1973.
He was also a farmer and later in life he worked here at the
I1lliopolis School as a janitor and bus driver. I worked at the
Sangamon Ordnance Plant from 1942 till the war ended and we were
dismissed in August of 1945. I worked on the northside in general
assembly where they campleted the big shells, 75 millimeters, 90
millimeters, Howitzers and I drawed powder for awhile, Then I
stenciled the shells. We were never allowed to sit down. If we got
out of a jcb we had to keep walking, that was rules. I walked from
the line to the cafeteria which was three quarters of a mile, we would
walk there for our lunch. There was a cafeteria there or we took our
lunch. Then we would walk back and that was all done in forty-five
minutes so we learned how to walk. We were frisked by lady matrons
and the men by men, well they wouldn't be matrons, what would they be
called?

Q: Guards?
A; Guards, yes.

Q: Now on the search what were they hoping to find or why were they
searching you?

A: Well we couldn't have no metal on us, we wore steel-toed shoes and
we had to use string on our hair, you couldn't have no bokby pins or
nothing., ©Oh I guess it was just security I don't know what else it
would have been.

Q: Why was it that you couldn't wear any metal?

A: We were working with live shell, afraid of sparks, etc. They
wouldn't let us have anything like that cut on the line, we

Cclothes and we were in uniform. Little old unbleached muslin uniforms
and our clothes was left in the change house.

Q: The danger in the metal then was maybe setting off an explosion?
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A: I suppose, they did chamber gauge the shells and they had one
experience the shell blowed and killed a man.

Q: Was that on the line you worked on?

A: Yes, but not my shift. It was on the line but it didn't happen
when I was working, which I'm glad of, that's horrible.

Q: Was that the only time that anybody got hurt that you know of?

A: T believe so, it was pretty fortunate. There was interurbans in
use then, they came out from Springfield and Decatur and hauled pecple
ard car pools all the time. And as I told you we drawed seventy cents
an hour and we had to buy bonds and things was rationed like coffee
ard bacon and gasoline so we couldn't go anyplace. And one time I
worked five weeks, eight and twelve hours a day and it was hard work
but we just got used to it.

Q: Did you work six days a week or seven.

A: Well sometimes worked seven, seems like we worked five and six
anyway.

Q: Were the twelve-hour days common or most of the time it was eight
hourg?

A: We worked eight and then if they needed to get out their quota and
you was a good worker then they would come around and ask you if you
would work four hours more. Then there was nothing for us do as I say
you couldn't go anyplace, everything was rationed so you might as well
work.

Q: Didwmfmlogancwntyorwereymalreadylivingin
I1lliocpolie?

A: T lived right here at Illicpolis and went out. My husband was a
guard, they was guard shacks stationed around over the area and they
called in and pecple was watched very close you know. Then as they
;tgrtedtoclosedmmhewasmthefiredeparmrtmmilhewas

Q: Then he went back to farming after the war?

A: No, he never farmed, he was raised as a farmer but when he married
then he had no trade so we just done whatever you could get.

Q: Do you believe that your experiences working at the war plant had
any effect on the future work that you did?

A: Yes, be on time. We punched a time clock. I worked two years and
nevermissedaday.

Q: I mean the things you did at the war plant, did that help you in
jobs that you had later?
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A: Ch, I don't see as it did but already I was taught as a child how
to handle money and I had no brothers so we had to work like boys so I
knowed how to work.

Q: Were there a lot more women that worked at the plant than men?

A: Why yes, because a lot of the yournger fellas was in the service,
year Xnow, ,

Q: Were there many women supervisors at the plant?

A: VYes, they was in the final assembly. It was laid off in big rooms
which is called bays and they would be a lady supervisor in there.
The shell would come down from the west end and had this INT in it amd
it was about twelve or fourteen inches tall and then the upper part of
the shell was filled with pellets, ch they were about a half an inch
long and about big arcund as a lead pencil, then the head of it was
screwed on and they was chamber gauged to crimp it together, the top
and the bottam, and then it come down the assembly line and I
stenciled it then as it rolled along, then they was boxed into
cardboard round box to fit the shell and taped shut. They was hauled
on wagens ard they was standing in an upright position. amd 75
millimeters would have been about four inches through and the 90's
would have been about seven or eight inches through. It was real
work, there was no play to it.

Q: Did you get breaks, like a morning and evening or afterncon break?

A: Yes, I think about ten or fifteen mimites in the morning and in
the afternoon.

Q: Was there any sick days, did you get sick days?
A: No, no nothing like that that I knowed of, no.
Q: So if you missed work you just missed getting paid that day?

A: That's right, we punched a time clock. We just learned to do like
the rules was and we got along.

Q: Were there a lot of rules, you couldn't wear metal and . . .
A: And we wore these uniforms, with none of our clothes because it
would be warm in the building so our coats and everything was up in
the change house. We had wooden lockers to put our clothes in.,

Q: Now did each of the lines have it's own heat source, like a power
plant right there?

A: Well there was the power plant if you've seen those big chimneys
out there that's where the line would have been.

Q: Those are on the northside.
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A: On the northside, now I don't know much about the scuthside, they
made smaller parts and then on the northside there wag line #1, line
#2, and then line #4, they made a little bitty shells I think like
about that.

Q: You mean like three or four inches long?

A Yes.

Q: Probably made for a rifle or a machine gun you think?
A: I would say so.

Q: Do you ever remember anybody talking about unionizing the workers
when you were out at the plant? Having a union?

A: No, maybe at the last but then they had some personnel men,
efficiency experts walking around all the time and they kept
eliminating jcbs till if it wouldn't have closed down they wouldn't
have needed many people to work cut there because they had automatic
tapers that taped the boxes with the shells enclosed you know and we
was watched, there was no horseplay going on.

Q: How do you think the plant affected Illicpolis? Since you lived
here in town, what changes did you see in town?

A: Oh it just boomed of course, just boamed. The grocery store, it
was really a boom town. As I say, when population increased that
much, an awful lot of trailers. People would put four trailers in
their yards and just anyplace to live, you know. As I say they lived
in attics and in smokehouses and everything. All you needed was a
stove and bed and a table.

Q: Did you rent out any of your space at your house?
A: No, we was considering it but to get the trailers in you had to
have a building for laundry and such. Of course we didn't have too
mach money so we didn't get in to it. But many did.

Q: How many restaurants were there in Illicpolis during the time the
plant was in operation?

A: Well, two or three but then most pecple eat out on the line you
kncn,

Q: They had a cafeteria on each line there?
A: Oh yes.

Q: What about grocery stores, how many grocery stores were there in
Illiopolis?

A: There was the John Ross Grocery Store and a little grocery store,
I guess that would have been about all as I can seem to remember that
was quite a long time ago you know.
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Q: I-Iow about gas stations, how many gas stations were there?

A: Well there would have been this cne over here and Hancocks and I
think they was one down at the east end, three anyway.

Q: Were there any other facilities or businesses that opened up after
the plant got started?

A: Yes, tavern and restaurant. Everybody worked out there that could
and was able and then as it started to close down they would get us in
a bus and haul us around to different locations to work.

Q: So you worked at a lot of differemt lines?
A: No, I stayed mostly on line #1.
Q: So the lines on the northside were mmbered?

A: They was line #1, line #2, and #4 and samebody that worked on line
#4 would be Pony Graves, he was on line #4 but I was line #1 most of
the time in final assembly. Once in a while we would have to go down
where they melted the INT but I didn't want down there because it
turned the pecples hair yellow, it turned their fingernails yellow and
their skin and I didn't know what it would do to you. I stayed away
from it as much as I could.

Q: Were you familiar at all with the southside, the way it was set up
or was it pretty much kept, the knowledge you had was just of the area
you worked in?

A: Just the area that I worked in. We never got to go on the
southside because it was two different companies. It was Remington
Rand where I was and would it have been Sangamon Ordnance on the
southside?

Q: Would it have been Johnson and Johnson?

A: Johnson and Johnson, that's right.

Q: And then sometime in there was Johnson and Johnson dismissed and
Remirqtonmt? Rand took over the entire plant, do you know anything about
A: Well I was with Remington Rand until I was dismissed.

Q: Sinceyouwarewimthanyw'mightmthave noticed any change
because you would have had them from the beginning?

A: Yes, that's right.

Q: Were there any people that contimued to work for Remington Rand
after the plant was closed down. Like did you have an opportunity to
go with them somewhere else to work?

A: No, no.
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Q: Do you know of anybody that did?
A: No, I don't.

Q: What about when they did close the plant down, was it just like
cne day they came in and said that you were all laid off?

A: It was the end of the war, then I think it was in August of 1945,
then we were just dismissed, we wasn't fired. They just quit, you
Kknow

Q: So laid off would be the word?

A: Iaid off, because these houses was just built for five years and
the war finished and we were just dismissed, we wasn't fired.

Q: Whatabaitthehwsingfortheworhersattheplantintemsof
management? You mentioned to me in another conversation about the
staff areas can you tell me about that?

A: That's the north staff area and the south staff area, that was for
the executive and that's why the houses were built originally for five
years and they were built southern-style with the yard in the back and
they came from all arourd because you know everything was pretty mach
closed down, many things you couldn't get like barbed wire and many
things that the war used.

Q: Did the staff areas have military persomnel staying in them or was
it mostly civilian personnel?

A: Civilian persomnel I think.

Q: Did you see very many military persormel in the plant? Did you
ever see an officer that came around or was there somebody?

A: Yes, private safety men watching everything and pecple. Oh ves,
they'd be officers around and then one, he picked me out to see if I'd
learned of any information. See they was watching, I guess they was
afraid of spies, so he said, "If you see anything umsual or hear
anything why I should report to him." Then south here where the
Bracketts lived, they kept horses because they had horse patrols.

Q: Now was your husband on that horse patrol or did he have . . .
A: Well he worked down there for awhile.

Q: So they had horseback mxnted guards and they had scme guards
probably in care and trucks?

A: Yes.

Q: The whole plant was fenced, is that right? Were there fences all
arourd the plant?
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A: Ch no, but then there was guards in guard shacks at every entrance
arﬂeveryatitanitheywmldlookinyourcarsarﬂwenevergottogo
to the line without ever being frisked and they was continually using
safety precautions which was only correct you know.

Q: Did you ever have occasion to visit the plant hogpital?
A: No, I didn't.

Q: Doywmnmbarmtlmrywhadtotakeaphysicalbeforethey
employed you?

A: No, I didn't have to take a physical.

Q: What was the procedure to get your job, do you remember?
A: Just put in an application I believe.

Q: Did you have to have an interview?

A: T don't recall of it no. Why I don't know how many hundreds of
pecple worked out there. As I say back then they run interurbans out
from Springfield ard Decatur hauling people and then cars come.
People just drove from every direction.

Q: Being a resident of Illipolis, how did the cammmity here feel
about the war plant from say in the early days when it was first under
consideration?

A: Well I'm glad you mentioned that. We were completely in the dark
and we did notice extra airplanes flying arocund but then not thinking
of such a thing we just let it go. Well then it came in, let's see,
now let me get this straight., It came in on a Tuesday, it just came
out just like a big news flash that war plant was going to come. Well
of course that was just such a big thought we didn't know what all it
involved and they was cruel to the farmers because they -just came ocut
ard, "Well we're going to take your farm," and they'd pay you for it
but then if you'd lived there for many years that was a big deal, you
know, and they would just start to take the fence down. Well here you
had your livestock you couldn't stand for that and I think the reason
this was picked as location good

and Springfield and the land was level. It was correct for building
arﬂmaxﬂ?i you know, no rock or anything involved for a foundations
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Q: So initially the farmers were upset by their land being taken?
A: Why yes.

Q: What about the people that weren't farmers that lived here in
town, what did they think about the plant?

A: Everybody got along as best as they could.
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Q: Do you think some of them were afraid that the plant was going to
be there, maybe there might be some danger involved? Have you ever
heardanybodysayanythngabmtthat?

A: No, you had to work and you'd come home and do your chores at home
and go to bed and the next morning you'd be back cut there. Any of us
could have got killed with such shells you know, but we worked there.

Q: What about the mmber of pecple that worked there at the plant
from Illiopolis? Do you think that half the people here in town went
to work ocut there or a quarter of the pecple or do you have any kind
of idea how many pecple here in town worked there?

A: I just believe I'd be safe in saying half of the pecple went,
that could work, older pecple or yaurnger people, anybody that
was eligible went, yes.

Q: And you say the wages were seventy cents an hour?

A: Seventy cents an hour and then we had to use payroll deduction
bords. This is just personal to you, I saved up three thousand
dollars in just a short time. Because couldn't go any place and you
couldn't buy nothing. All you did was eat and sleep.

Q: That was quite a bit of money back then I guess, three thousand
dollars?

A: Tt felt pretty nice too.

Q: Were there any facilities for the workers to stay on the plant
site, like a dormitory or any kind of housing for workers out there
that’ you know of?

A: No dormitories, I don't recall of any.

Q: Wwhat about working mothers, were there any daycare facilities for
pecple who had children?

A: Yes, I told you, right down here at the end of Matilda Street,
this is Matilda out here, right down here at the end of Matilda where
you would go right is 36 and go left you go to 72 which wasn't there
then. But right across the road was a huge laundry and they took care
of the little children.

Q: And the laundry was part of the plant? It was for laundering the
workers' uniforms?

A: Yes, it was connected right with the plant.

Q: They provided that laundry service amd they provided the uniforms
too?

A: Yes, our little uniform was furnished. It was just a two-piece
unbleached muslin suit that we wore.




Dora Welch 9

Q: Do you know of any recreation that was planned at the plant, like
did they have a softball league or did they have a dancing club or any
kind of thing that the workers did on their own or through the plant?
A: Not that I recall cut there, no.

Q: So mostly they didn't have time for recreation?

A: No.

Q: Do you remember any awards that the workers won for production?

A: There was quotas that they had to get out but that would have been
among bosses, us workers didn't know about it.

Q: Did you receive any kind of recognition for meeting your quotas or
were there any kind of group or individual awards made?

A: Not that I knowed of or recall.

Q: DoYmtthﬂ:thattheremmprwisimsmade for workers' safety
at the plant?

A: Oh yes.
Q: Besides the searches for metal, what other safety . . .

A: They felt of our head then they felt clear down to your ankles for
fear I guess you would be taking something in.

Q: What about the machinery, was it well covered and moving parts
protected so you wouldn't be injured in it?

A: We just had, well the shells were brought in on wagon in an
upright position and we just had the—would it have been called the
projectors? A man would put the shell in a huge round machine and
that crimped the bottom to the top and it wasn't much machinery
around

Q: Was there a conveyor belt ran throuwgh or was this all done by hand
transferring the shells?

A: All done by hand and as I say towards the last where they had
personnel and efficiency experts walked around at all time and they
was fixing machinery that took care of the boxing of the shells and
the taping of it but they didn't get too far because the war closed
you know and we was dismissed.

Q: Were there a lot of minorities that worked at the plant? Were
there many blacks that worked there?

A: Oh yes.
Q: What kind of jobs did they have?
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A: Well they worked right with us.

Q: So there was equal treatment as far as the blacks getting the same
jebs and the same things. -

A: Oh ves.
Q: Were these mostly women or were they men?

A: Women and there were men too. The men, expecially the

fellows, they would work a short time and then they'd take time off,
"Well I've got to go to Chicago, I've got to go see the lights," kbut
us poor white ones we just kept working.

Q: What about during the war, do you remember a group of black troops
that were on the plant site for a period of a couple of weeks?

were bivouacked there on the northside I believe and involved in
practicing of shell handling. Do you remember that?

A: No I don't. (pause)

Q: The tape was stopped briefly, now you were saying?

A: If they was I don't believe I knowed about it, it could very well
have been though. There was a lot want on and we wasn't told.

Q: Things of a lot of secrecy around then?
A: Yes.

Q: What most people refer to as the igloos or the undergrounds,
basically storage bunkers, were those used for storing the
mamifactured shells or were those used for storing the components of
the gun powder or whatever?

A: I believe the components, I don't know that they was any shells
stored cut there. But they're still permanent you know. (pause)

Q: Could you tell me about the procedure when the plant was :
dismantled? You had mentioned that at the end of the war the workers
were laid off and then what became of the plant facilities and the
gite, do you remenber that, being a resident of Illiopolis?

A: They was tore down, but not the staff area but those houses then
was sold privately. When they come in and took the farmer's land why
they just had to locate at a different place, have a sale and get rid
of the livestock and everything.

Q: Did some of the farmers come back to their land after the plant
called?

A: Yes, my brother-in-law, well that would be out here two mile west
of Illiopolis on the Mt. Pulaski Road, that was called the Welch Road
at one time arxi he was so happy when he got the land back that he got
down and kissed it.
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Q: He was just so happy to get it back?

A: They had moved to Riverton at the time, in town you just had to
locate wherever you could.

End of Side One, Tape One

A: Well 36 would have been the inter urban line and it since has been
taken up.

Q: What about the line that'rantoeadlline, or the railroad lines
that ran to each production line?

A: No, they must have been hauled in buses because the trains never
came to the lines as I remenber.

Q: I mean for the finished product, like for the shells? They were
hauled away in railroad cars.

A: They was railroads. Now that's come back to me because we would
even have to move railroad cars, they'd get a bunch of them cut and

they'd take a crow bar and they'd start the wheels to moving and then
ever so many pecple pushing, we could move it.

Q: They didn't have the little utility engines or whatever like they
do now, =0 you had to move these train cars by hand?

A: No, they had regular engines but just like if we was just moving a
railroad car you know. I drove a Jeep part of the time and unloaded

Q: So you had a lot of different jobe at the plant?

A: Well vhatever, yes. The Jeep was a big old battery operated

Q: Do you remember when they were building the plant, how long it
tock or anything about the building that you could relate?

A: It was a very rainy summer and was built in 1941 and anybody that
could drive nails was arourd helping huild because it had to be done
ard get into production and we wore a little round badge.

Q: You had to have your badge to get into the plant?

A: Oh yes, punched a time clock and everything.

Q: Is there anything else you'd like to tell me I haven't asked you
about or any other stories that come to mind?

A: I mentioned the food being rationed, the gasoline being rationed,
the wage scale and buying the bonds.
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Q: Same pecple have suggested to me that the plant caused problems
among families sometimes with friction between husbands and wives.
Was that a common thing?

A: Yes, T would say so, course the men was all gone arxl the women
were crazy for the men and the wife, when the husband was in the
service, why then the wife was hooking up with whoever they would get
acguainted out at the war plant and went fram there, you kixw how that

cheating goes.
Q: So that was fairly common then you think?
A: Yes, I think so.

Q: Do you know of any occasions where marriages were broken up over
that, not particular names but do you know of any?

A: Yes.

Q

So it was quite seriocus?
A: Yes.

%iatgoymmimcofarwotharprdalansthatﬂmplantcausedbesides

A: No, I can't at the moment as I say that was a long time ago.
Q: Okay, thank you and I appreciate your help.
A: Well T hope I've helped you a little bit.

End of Side Two, Tape One




