


medical buildings, and security headquarters. To pro-
tect the plant against internal and external threats of
“sabotage, espionage, and natural hazards,” a crew of
500 security people was to be hired. The site was to be
surrounded by a ring of 30 guard towers located at
strategic points along 10 miles of patrol roads, and 11
cars equipped with radios for communication with
nearby Fort Snelling would patrol the site.

Plant officials first recruited construction workers
from the Twin Cities and later from a wider area. By
Mav 31, Du Pont employed about 3,000 workers on
construction jobs: their numbers increased until em-
ployment peaked in mid-September at 19,428 workers.
Du Pont subcontracted with local firms for the site’s
excavation and concrete jobs, railroad line construc-
tion, and work on the plant’s boilers, sprinkler systems,
roofs, and ventilating equipment, among other things.

IN ROSEMOUNT the Gopher Ordnance Works'
announcement triggered an immediate response from
community leaders, who took aggressive steps to meet
the challenges created by the thousands soon to flood
the area. On April 2, members of the Rosemount Com-
mercial Club convened to discuss predictable concerns
such as housing and water supply shortages, sanitation
problems, and traffic jams. Dakota County Tribune
owner and editor, Ham Clay, Sr., traveled to New
Brighton, Minnesota, and Baraboo, Wisconsin, to see
what changes were caused there by the construction of
war plants. Clay reported to his readers that housing
shortages, escalating rent and consumer goods prices,
sewer facility and water supply shortages, sanitation
problems, crowded schools, “hell-raisers,” and a lack of
enough manpower to help out in local businesses were
common in those communities; he urged Rosemount
officials to increase local police protection, to enact
striet ordinances regulating the location of trailer
homes, and to provide plenty of recreational diversions
for plant workers. !

The Rosemount Village Council responded to this
by passing ordinances regulating trailer camps; limit-
ing the issuance of building permits; hiring additional
constables; appointing a health inspector: and discour-
aging the sale of liquor licenses through a hefty increase
in the licensing fee. On the county level, the Dakota
County Board of Commissioners met with state health
department officials and the county nurse to discuss the
predicted health and sanitation problems. The county
attorney and auditor wrote the War Department,

! Tribune, April 10, p. 1, 6, April 17, p. 6, both 1942,

** Rosemount Village Council Minutes, April 14. June 2.
and August 11, 1942, originals in Rosemount town hall:
Tribune, May 22, p. 5, June 26, p. 1, both 1942.

Y Tribune, April 24, May 8, 22, June 5, July 3, 10, 24,
December 4, 1942, all on p. 1: Carroll interview, 4.
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ADVERTISEMENTS such as this appeared frequently in
Rosemount area newspapers.

urging officials to give county workers first chance at
GOW jobs.*?

In an effort to offset the anticipated housing short-
ages, the Rosemount Commercial Club. Mavor Ed-
ward J. McDonald, attorney Elmer J. Rvan, and U.S.
Senator Joseph H. Ball urged the government to desig-
nate the county a federal defense area, which would
make it eligible for housing funds. Homeowners sought
to create new rental property by remodeling and redec-
orating their homes: special government defense area
houses were built for Du Pont executives and other
plant officials: trailer camps sprang up in Rosemount.,
Farmington. Lakeville. and on farms in the area: and.
to help war workers find accommodations. a local
chapter of a women’s civil defense organization called
the Victory Aides published a special housing section in
the weekly county paper.*
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A TRAFFIC jam of homeward-bound plant workers

To provide the public with information on ac-
commodations and civilian defense, the Rosemount
Village Council and county civilian defense office
opened the War Information Bureau in mid-June. The
local building boom included existing businesses. as
proprietors remodeled and expanded their facilities
to meet the new demands: Al's Cafe in Rosemount
was freshly painted and papered and extra dining
space added; the Hagemeister brothers local meat and
grocery market expanded into an adjoining building:
and lunch and soft-drink counters soon appeared across
the road from GOW to accommodate constraction
workers.*

To help ease the transportation problems the Rose-
mount passenger depot was enlarged and a station in
nearby Coates. closed for the last 20 years, was re-
modeled and opened; new bus lines were routed to the
area from St. Paul and Minneapolis, and the Jeferson
Bus Company added vehicles to its routes from towns
south of Rosemount. Car pooling was encouraged, and
the state patrol assigned extra officers to highways in
the area to help manage the traffic.*

As Rosemount became a new community with its
streets and business establishments bustling with activ-
ity, local Rural Electrification Association manager, C.
H. Gelder, told of the transformation of the GOW site:
“Creat changes have taken place there and nearly all of
the familiar land marks are gone. No more are the fine
dairy farms and beautiful acres of crop lands. Instead,
the ground has nearly everywhere been torn up with
huge holes and excavations for buildings. Even the
roads which we have known for so long are being torn
up and soon not even a trace of them will remain. In
place of thern there will be streets connecting hundreds
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of buildings and railroad tracks everywhere are being
laid to provide for the transportation of raw materials
and manufactured goods.”**

The high wages paid at the plant boosted the local
economy because workers had more money to spend,
and some of it was spent in town. A Rosernount mer-
chant described the effects on him: “As far as my own
business goes, I know it was a break for me. . . .
Gopher Ordnance Works brought people in [and] thev
were getting paid every week and they spent their
money in town. Not many started a savings
account, they just spent it as soon as they got it. It had
been so long since they'd had any money they didn’t
krow how to handle it.” Another area citizen asserted
that the Rosemount liquor store “got rich as a hoot
owl,” because plant workers cashed their checks there
on Friday nights, spending a portion on the premises.
Additional capital flooded the economy when local
businesses were awarded subcontracts by Du Pont. ¥’

But not all the economic effects were beneficial to
the community. Wartime rent and price inflation.
already present, were further aggravated, as were
scarcities of consumer goods. The federal government
imposed price and rent controls to counteract such
trends. The increased supply of money in the Rose-
mount economy put pressure on businesses to enlarge
their inventories, and for some local proprietors, such
pressures were difficult to adjust to: "It took a fair
amount of time to get used to that many people all at
once and have an inventory. . . . They were from all
parts of the country . . . [and] wanted merchandise
that we didn't have and it was during the war and
merchandise was hard to get.” Rosemount merchants
and farmers had difficulty competing with GOW for
workers because of the higher wages paid there, and
farmers complained so loudly that GOW announced
that it would no longer hire farm workers. One Rose-
mount mother lamented that the high school girls had
been spoiled by the $100 per month they earned at
plant jobs requiring no experience.*®

** Tribune, June 12, p. 10, 19, p. 1. July 3. p. 8, all in
1942.

* Tribune, April 24, Mayv 8, July 3, 17, all on p. 1. and
July 31, p. 6. 1942: “Basic Historv.” 1:5 (April-October,
1942). By Julyv. the predicted traffic jams had commenced,
with traffic increasing from a daily average of 1,141 auto-
mobiles to 3.062.

* Tribune, July 3, 31, 1942, both p. 1, November 12,
1942 . 6: F. . Ceraghty interview by Robert Gottsch, May
12. 1976.

7 Geraghty interview: Zeph B. Case interview by Kim
Foster and Teresa Seliga, June 29, 1976; Tribune, April 24,
p. 1. May 15, p. L. May 29, p. 10, all in 1942, and November
12, 1943, p. 6.

*® Tribune. May 1. December 25, 1942, both on p. 1. and
November 12, 1943, p. 6: Geraghtv interview.



Dakota County's loss of tax revenues on the 11,500
acres was another problem that community leaders
needed to resolve, and the county’s coffers were further
strained from increased bills for repairing the county’s
overused roads. Plant workers often brought their
familjes with them when they migrated to Rosemount;
as a result, enrollments increased, overcrowding area
schools, which were short of both teachers and class-
room materials. Local officials later received federal
aid to help ease these burdens.*’

THE WAR DEPARTMENT'S hopes for a January,
1943, GOW opening were undermined from the very
start by a series of problems. One was the exceptionally
wet summer of 1942 when precipitation from May 1 to
October 1 was the heaviest on record, causing impas-
sable roads, soil erosion, and drainage difficulties.
Other delays in acquisition of construction materials
and equipment pushed the opening date back to
October 12, 1943. when plant officials succeeded in
convincing the Ordnance Department to improve their
priority rating from AA-4 to AA-3.5°

When the plant was about 73 percent complete in
March, 1943, further trouble about the uncertain
nature of its future loomed as stories circulated among
workers. Officials urged workers to quash the gossip,
but early in April, part of the construction was halted,
and employees were Jaid off. A few days later, Minne-
sota First District Congressman August H. Andresen
announced that he had been informed by a War
Department general that GOW would soon be placed
on a standby status, to be operated only on an emer-
gency basis. On April 16, the War Department an-
nounced that some of the GOW land would be leased
to bidders interested in using it for farming purposes.
Finally, in July the department gave belated credence
to the gossip by placing the entire Rosemount plant
(along with seven other plants around the country) on
a standby status. Officials said GOW was not needed
because the nation’s other powder manufacturing

® Tribune, June 19, p. 5, 26, p. 6, July 31, p. I, all in
1942, and February 12, p. 1, 1943,

% “Basic History,” 1:3, 4, 7. 8 (April-October, 1942). 2;]
(January-March, 1943).

*! “Basic History,” 2:2 (January-March, 1943): The Pow-
derkeg, March, 1943, p. 4, a monthly newsletter published
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for GOW workers:
Dispatch, April 10, 14, p. 1. July 20, p. 20, 1943 Pioneer
Press, April 12, p. 20, April 16, p. 1. 1943.

5t Dispatch, January 25, 1944, p. 20: Minneapolis Sunday
Tribune. November 12, 1944, sec. 2, p. 6.

¥ Dispatch, July 24, p. 1, December 6. p. 1, 1944; Pio-
neer Press, September 13, 1944, p. 9: "Basic History,” 8:5. 6
(July-September, 1944).

** Here and below. see “Basic Historv.” 13:2. 10, and ex-
hibit A (Januvary- March, 1945).

plants were producing more than originally antici-
pated, and the current demand for artillery explosives
was lower than expected.®'

The giant war plant stood idle for the remainder of
1943, and in January, 1944, work started to dismantle
and ship much of its equipment and materials to other
defense installations. Life in Rosemount returned to
normal as thousands of workers, trailer homes, and
traffic jams disappeared, although some workers stayed
on to carry out dismantling operations and administra-
tive and security services.>?

But Rosemount’s restored tranquility was short-
lived. The War Department announced in July, 1944,
that GOW’s standby order was to be removed, and it
was to be refitted once again for powder production
scheduled to begin as soon as possible. The “unexpect-
edly heavy use of artillery by American forces on the
ITtalian and other fronts’ forced the government to lift
the standby order, and engineers hoped the plant
would be ready for powder production in January,
1945. In December it was announced that a $60 mil-
lion expansion program designed to double GOW's
production capabilities was to be launched, and the
plant’'s commanding officer underscored the impor-
tance of the project by asserting, “Hell, the war is far
from over. The hard fighting is still to come and Eisen-
hower is crying for ammunition.”?

To meet the plant’s new labor demands, the War
Manpower Commission planned a recruitment pro-
gram to begin in October, and management further
worked to ease the labor shortage by using women in
as many nonmanual jobs as possible, by utilizing
machines instead of people, and by co-operating with
area transportation companies and the War Housing
Administration to ease workers difficulties in those
areas.*

Throughout the rest of the war, plant officials had
trouble attracting workers for GOW jobs, and when
powder production finally began early in 1945, they
intensified their recruitment efforts. Local newspapers,
broadcasting stations, and public figures such as for-
mer Governor Stassen and the mayors of Minneapolis
and St. Paul were invited to help. Front-page coverage
and editorials in major Twin Cities dailies supported
the cause. After Germany collapsed in April, 1945, two
of the plant’s three scheduled production lines were
once again placed on standby status, but cannon and
rifle powder manufacturing continued to support the
war in the Pacific. The labor shortage problems con-
tinued. however, and looking for help in their recruit-
ment program. plant officials invited 60 newspaper
editors for a thorough tour of their facility. Following
the tour, editorials and articles stressing the impor:
tance of GOW's programs appeared. such as one which
said, "Men and women are being asked to fill that crew
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for weighty reasons and important purposes. What
good will it be to man our battleships and cruisers if we
cannot man Rosemount?”

Such efforts to staff GOW adequately met with
failure, and the plant’s projected production quotas
were never met. In the final months of the war, work
at COW slowly lost momentum. The final order to
close the plant was issued August 13, 1945, the day
before the Japanese signed their unconditional sur-
render. But not until October 10, 1945, was the last lot
of cannon powder packed.*

WHETHER OR NOT GOW powder ever made it to
the frout lines in Europe or the Pacific is not known,
but, ironically, by the end of the war the Rosemount
plant had become the government’s third most expen-
sive, costing over $115 million. When GOW was dis-
mantled in 1945, its surplus equipment and materials
were liquidated by the Reconstruction Finance Cor-
poration. Two years later the GOW site was deeded to
the University of Minnesota, and since then, in addi-
tion to a portion of it being rented to farmers, the land
and its remaining structures have been used for a vari-
ety of university-sponsored research projects and other
programs conducted by private and government insti-
tutions leasing space on the site.**

Throughout the war and ever since, public sen-
timent in Rosemount has been mixed on COW
Commenting on the reactions of her neighbors to the
coming of GOW, one Rosemount woman said: “For
being such a big thing, the people took it rather calmly,
and made the best of it. They figured it was war time
and I suppose they were all happy they didn't lose
sons. . . . Things are different during war time.”
When the plant was first idled in 1943, some residents
were glad that life had returned to normal, but others
lamented that the plant had not become a more perma-
nent factor in the local economy and that the loss of 84
productive farms for an empty war plant was not a
beneficial exchange for the community.®’

The cynicism felt by some of the displaced farmers
was further aggravated by the erratic history of the
plant. One member of that group recalled: “The thing
that really galls all of us people that were ordered
out . . . is the fact that they never really needed the
plant. . . It was a waste. They did manufacture
some powder, but if any of jt was actually used in the
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war effort I don’t know of it.” Such sentiments may
have been exacerbated by reports of waste and mis-
management. One Rosemount man, who hauled gaso-
line to one company hired to lay railroad tracks at
GOW and to another tearing them up, said that the
track layers would ask him when making a delivery,
“Are they getting close?” The track dismantlers would
ask if they were catching up with them.**

Accusations of mismanagement at COW and other
plants that closed around the country had reached War
Department officials, and Under Secretary of War
Robert P. Patterson responded to the House Commit-
tee on Military Affairs: “The closing of these plants
had, no doubt, brought inconvenience and dislocation
to local communities, and has directed public attention
to idleness which may be inappropriately termed
‘waste.” Had these facilities not been courageously con-
ceived, planned, and constructed, and had the fortunes
of war continued to be adverse, the great destruction
and waste of both manpower and money caused by
having too little too late would have brought such
tremendous suffering that the present inactivities fade
into insignificance.”® Americans have thus been asked
to accept the failures of the United States military
establishment because of the tremendous uncertainty
of the country’s future during the war years, but such
acceptance should not prevent the story of such failures
from being told along with the successes.

¥ “Basic History,” 13:4, 10 (January-March, 1945): Pio-
neer Press. August 13, 1945, p. 1.

*¢ Smith, The Army. 501: "Basic History,” 13:4 (October-
December, 1945): The Rosemount Research Center of the
University of Minnesota, a pamphlet published by the Cen-
ter, University of Minnesota, [1948): The Land (a bimonthly
periodical published in Mankato), August 28. 1980, p. 12.

7 Hynes interview, 9: Tribune, November 12, 1943, p. 6.

¢ Carroll interview, 3; transcript of interview of Art
Fisher by Teresa Seliga. et al., June 22, 1976, p. 4.

$* Dispatch. July 20, 1943, p. 20.

PHOTOGRAPHS on p. 218 and 224 are from the University
of Minnesota's Rosemount Research Center: those on p. 220
and 223 are from The Propellant (semimonthly publication
for GOW employees), February 26, 1943, p. 6: and those on
p. 221, 222, 225, and 226 are from the Dakota County Trib-
une, May 15, p. 11, Aprit 10. p. 1. July 24, p. 4, July 3}, p.
1. all 1942. Other pictures are in the MHS audio-visual
library.
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