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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

This report contains transcripts of oral history interviews conducted as part of a project to document the
World War Il-era construction and operations of the Twin Cities Army Ammunition Plant (TCAAP), New
Brighton, Minnesota. The interviews were conducted under United States Army Corps of Engineers Contract
No. DACA63-93-D-0014, Delivery Order No. 014; the transcriptions of these interviews were completed
under United States Army Corps of Engineers Contract No. DACA63-93-D-0014, Delivery Order No. 89.
Both these projects were undertaken as part of a larger Legacy Resource Program demonstration project to
assist small installations and to aid in the completion of mitigation efforts set up in a 1993 Programmatic
Agreement among the Army Materiel Command, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, and
Multiple State Historic Preservation Officers concerning a program to cease maintenance, excess, and dispose
of particular properties. As part of the larger project to develop the national historic context of seven sample
installations on a state and local level, the major focus of the project at TCAAP was to document the impacts
that the facility had on the state and local environments during the World War 11 period.

All the interviews were conducted by Bear Creek Archeology, Inc. (BCA), under subcontract to Geo-Marine,
Inc., during February 1995, and the tapes of these interviews were transcribed by the personnel at
Professional Transcription Service, Dallas, Texas. Duane Peter, Senior Archeologist at Geo-Marine, Inc.,
served as Principal Investigator.

Deborah L. Crown, of BCA, conducted a total of six oral history interviews in September 1994, all of which
took place in the Minneapolis/St. Paul area. Three men and two women who were former employees of the
Twin Cities Ordnance Plant (TCOP), which is what TCAAP was called during World War II, took part in
interviews of approximately 90 minutes each, all recorded using a high quality tape recorder. These persons
were Mr. Carl Holmberg, Ms. Julia Kohler, Mr. Everett Needles, Mrs. Laura Peterson, and Mr. Ted Seth.
An additional interview was conducted with Mr, Harold Stassen, Governor of Minnesota from 1938 to 1943.

Mr. Carl Holmberg had, at the time of the interview, lived in the region about 70 years. During World War
II he worked at TCOP as an ambulance driver. Ms. Julia Kohler had also spent most of her life in the area;
she worked in the primer loading section of TCOP during the war. Mr. Needles worked as a powder handler
from late 1942 until late 1944. Mrs. Laura Peterson worked at the plant as a telephone operator during
World War II, while her husband was in the service. Mr. Ted Seth worked at the plant as & metallurgist
during the war.

The contributions provided by these individuals have been invaluable. The time and effort they took to
participate in the project is greatly appreciated.
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CARL HOLMBERG
September 19, 1994
Maplewood, Minnesota
Deborah L. Crown, Interviewer

Today is Monday, September 19, and I'm interviewing Carl Holmberg. He was an ambulance driver here
at the plant during World War I1.

I’ll start out with some preliminary questions. This is just a background to begin with. Where were you
living when you heard the plant was going to be built?

My parents bought ten acres of ground, and the closest direction I can give you is at Rice and Highway 96.
It’s about four miles away from here. And my father bought that in 1919. We moved on it in 1920. And
up to about a month ago, that’s where I've lived all my life. So, it’s over seventy years.

So right about the time before you heard the plant was going 10 be here, what were you doing?

I was working part-time at an ambulance company at St. Paul. They had a complete service. They had
ambulances, they had hearses, they had limousines and the whole business, and I was working for them when

I heard the plant was coming through.
What did this area look like before it was built?

This area was a collection . . . I guess the best description you can give of it was ma and pa farms. And,
of course, there were several farms that were owned by people of the same family name, aunts and uncle,
cousins, and while there was some good land, this big marsh and lake took up a portion of the area, and that
never was farmable, and then there was a big grave! pit was found on this property, and there was probably,
oh, probably two to three square miles was involved in this gravel pit. And so that was marginal. But these
people were hard working, and they farmed, they had some dairy cattle, they fed some cattle for beef
purposes, and then some of the families had numbers that got jobs working. There used to be a big pole yard
[that] handled telephone poles and electric poles for the power companies, and there were post treating plants
over here at New Brighton. And that employed some people. And then there were some of them that drove
all the way to either Minneapolis or St. Paul for employment.

How did a lot of those people react when they heard that the government was going to buy the land?

Well, I think inasmuch that the wars with the accompanying atrocities and everything that went with it, it
more or less geared the people to the fact, ‘well, if we can do something, we will.” And basically, there was
very few objections heard around. Well, you see, they drafted a lot of the young men to go in the services,
and I was a single man taking care of my mother and my draft number came up after I was employed by the
arsenal, and so I went and did my stint in the services for three years and then came back here. And
generally speaking, some of the people, well, they lost members of their families and some of the people got
better jobs at other plants, rather than working here. But there was quite a number of ladies that lost their
husbands to the services that came out here and worked at the plant, and some of the neighbor gals worked
over here, too. It was an employment opportunity for some people. But all in all, I think most of the people
realized that we had to do something to support our military forces, and that seemed to be the attitude all the
way through. If we can do it, let’s do it. And I think that’s what the general attitude was.




Did your family own any of the land?
No.

Do you know if land prices in the area surrounding the plant rose or fell as a result of the government
acquisition?

I never got involved in thinking about that aspect of it at all, I mean, because our home was not affected by
it, and like if there was small businesses in the incorporated area of New Brighton and that was one of the
few existing little towns,--Centerville, Minnesota, is over about five, six miles east of here, and Columbia
Heights was just about eight, nine miles over, and they were just getting started at that time, and whether
their businesses were affected by it, I don’t know. I didn’t get involved in it and I really don’t know.

How about the construction of the plant? What were the conditions like on the construction site?

Whee! (Laughs) Well, when you have earth-moving machinery leveling off property, you’ve got to look
out for them, because they can’t look out for you. And they moved thousands and thousands and thousands
of yards of ground to make the roads, make the parking lots, make the building sites. This all had to be
coordinated and I guess that’s why they needed an ambulance out here, because there’s sometimes somebody
didn’t look out (chuckles). We had a number of men that were pretty badly mutilated by tractors and
different things like that. But it couldn’t help but happen, because from carpenters that were driving nails
to masons that were cementing bricks and cement blocks and from steel workers putting up iron, there was
18,000 construction workers scattered all over this four square miles. (Laughs). You could go up on top
of the hill up there, where the water tower was, and there used to be a guard coup up there, and you’d go
up there and look down, and there was iiterally looking like ants working around the yard someplace. They
had tractors going this way and tractors going that-a-way, and one day I went out this Mound’s View Road,
and it had been raining heavily, and the caterpillars are grinding up the road, and one of the gentlemen
stopped up there at the first aid station--he was in managerial position with the company--and they were
working on this tracer manufacturing area, and that’s 1-35, out there, and someone required help with an
ambulance. So he rode with me. Our old first aid station was out here on Highway 96. And so we had to
come up here and get on the road and go out Mound’s View Road, and the only way those tractors made so
much noise they couldn’t hear the siren, and the only way you could get attention is if you were meeting a
tractor, and it was following this one and you were meeting that one. You’d flash your headlights to signal
this guy to stop, and when he’d stop, then you’d wind your way through it.

But they couldn’t hear you coming at all?

No. No, the tractor made too dang much noise. And some of those wheels on the tractors were four-and-a-
half and five feet high. I mean they were darn near as high as the equipment that was passing them.

Do you know if most of the construction workers lived in the town or if they lived right out here?

Oh, they came from 25, 30 mile distances. I mean there was no way they could find 18,000 construction
workers out here. They came from South Minneapolis, South St. Paul, and the city proper, and Onnoka,
and Forest Lake.

Did they set up any temporary housing here while they were working?

No.



No, they just came from all over?

They’d just work their shift and go home. There were some homes around the area, now, like up the west
drive here. There were some real nice residences up there, and they were refurbished to accommodate like
the commanding officer and the chief engineers and different ones that were brought in that didn’t have a
home over here, and some of these farm houses were jockeyed around so that they would have some place
to live or use as a temporary office. That was the main object of it. They’d have a temporary office that
could be heated, and of course, in those days, there was no sanitary sewer. They built a septic tank and a
drain field to get rid of the waste water and it was quite a proposition.

So were most of the people that worked on the construction site, were they local people or were they from
elsewhere? Would you consider them local people?

Well, Minneapolis and St. Paul have had wonderful--the building trades and the workers, the machinists,
there have been some big factories in both Minneapolis and St. Paul that had a lot of stable people and they
were around here, and there were well established labor unions, like for the carpenters and the brick layers
and different things. And so there were some people that were local residents, but then of course as the work
progressed and they needed more, they could get permits from the union to shift from one area to the other
if they needed them. So there were some fellows that came from . . . well, New Richmond, Wisconsin was
about 38, 40 miles away from here, and if they were a bricklayer or something and a member of the union,
why you’d have to get up at 5:00 in the morning to be there at 7:00 or 8:00 and go to work, and then work
a ten-hour day and go home. And it [would be] awfully difficult to try to pinpoint just how many were locals
and how many were imports, but there was, like I say, the work trades were well established. See, the
ambulance drivers had to belong to Truck Drivers Union 120. It didn’t make any difference if you drove
for a funeral parlor if you drove for the arson. You were a member of the Truck Drivers Union 120.
(Laughs) And the same with the carpenters and the carpenters helpers and the bricklayers and the plumbers
and electricians. Minnesota has always been quite a well labor oriented and labor unions protected their
people or looked out for their welfare. And so I mean it continued right on. It worked out pretty good.

How did the workers seem to get along with each other?

Well, the only thing that I can honestly say is we got the job done. And from my point of view, sitting in
an emergency, next to a telephone or a radio, waiting for something to happen, and then going doing it, I
didn’t have that much contact with the various groups, how they felt about what was going on or anything.
In the first calendar year, I started working out here in August of 1941, and in the first calendar year,
counting band-aids and splints, picking slivers out of guys’ hands and this, that and the other thing, I
personally handled 10,238 people. And we used to have two Ford Station Wagons and a Panel Truck for
our field ambulances out here in the construction, and in the first calendar year, I put 72,000 miles on those
three rigs . . . just handling people. Now, you see, they got slivers in their hands and they stumbled on
things, and when they were working with chemicals and different things, they had to come in to have that
taken care of. That was a state law in Minnesota. It has been for years. And there was no if, ands and buts
about it. I mean you just . . . and they had to be transported, because that many guys can’t get off the job
and walk back to their car and then drive up to the . . . and you couldn’t get through the way we could get
through. I mean it wasn’t always red lights and sirens. And then after the buildings were constructed, each
one of these production buildings, or production areas, had a nurse and a first aid station, and that was
operated 24 hours a day, but what she couldn’t handle, we’d have to come up here for X-rays or for doctor’s
review, and if he didn’t have to lose time, why go right back to work again.

So that was when the plant was in operation during construction? There was only one place?

The one first aid station up there in the middle in Old School District 15, and then over here on Highway 96
and Hamlin Avenue, we had . . . John Goodnosky had built a new home and never had a chance to move
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init. It was there and the government took it over, and that was turned into the hospital facility. And the
doctors all stayed there, because it was just too dirty and filthy out here in the work area to set up anything
like that. There was mud eyeball deep to a giraffe sometimes. (Chuckles)

Were there any non-White people working in construction that you recall seeing?

Oh, sure. Minnesota has always had quite a liberal work force in that facet, and if there were openings for
what the trades call common laborers, there were a lot of orientals and there were Black people hired, and
they were paid the same wages a White person, because he was doing the same work. Or she was doing the
same work.

Did you notice any tension between the races that you can remember?

I never got involved in it if there was anything like that going on, I mean because in emergency services, you
don’t look at a person, regardless of race, creed or color. You got three things to do: You look at him, if
he’s bleeding, you stop the bleeding. If he’s not breathing, you help him start to breathe. You give him
artificial respiration. And the least you do for anybody is try to cover him with a dry, warm blanket to keep
him warm. And you don’t ask him are you two-thirds Black, are you two-thirds Yellow? It’s a human being
that needs specific attention, and that’s what he gets. And male or female. And I guess this one that I
showed you, that one note that we made about this Murry, there was no time lost. She moved and got to the
hospital. And there’s never been a time in my life, and when I backed off of the emergency services a few
years back, after 43 years of it, I had 70,000 incidents, and I’ve never asked anybody are you going to pay
me for this or what color are you, gee, if you’re Black, I can’t do nothing for you, or if you’re an Indian,
well, holler with your tomahawk and everything will be all right. It never entered your mind. And the same
way when I was in the services, and I had lots of crazy experiences in the service.

How did the area of New Brighton change during the construction period?

(Laughs) Well, it finally got run off the map with the amount of traffic that went through. (Laughs) All
the day, the traffic congestion used to be humongous. I mean it just defies description.

Worse than just a rush hour?
Oh, gosh.

What was it like?

Well, you see now, everything went at once. There used to be what they call The Minnesota -- well, they
still call it The Minnesota Railroad, a railway transfer. It’s in the midway of St. Paul, so those lines reached
out here to New Brighton to these pole yards and the lumber yards out here, and then after the plant decided
to get built here, then they brought in tracks into here, and they built this railroad all over the area. And I
mean that was a project all of its own. And then the highways weren’t meant to handle all this traffic.

(Laughs)
What was the traffic mostly from, just the workers?

Well, from about 6:00 in the morning until . . . and then you see, they start running into the second and third
shifts, why this was around the clock traffic. I mean it was just fantastic. And the deputy sheriffs and the
highway patrol, they did a super job. Oh, we had pile-ups, yes. And then you see part of the hazardous
chemical works of this place, the powder mixing, and a lot of it was done at the Onnoka facility, and they
would make up a batch and put it in the truck and bring it down, and if the truck was properly marked, they



had warning signals. But every once in a while, somebody would smack one of those powder trucks and
scare the daylights out of people.

What would happen? Did it just blow up?

Well, we didn’t have any blow-ups, but we had a number of crashes, and of course, the powder is packed
in isolated compartments and in very cold compartments--they keep it at a very low temperature--and if the
powder truck stops along the road and the temperature starts to rise, that’s when you could create problems.
So from the time the truck stops until you get the message, and you pick that stuff up and get it back to where
it can get controlled, you move. You don’t waste any time. And there was three different times after the
plant went production where these powder trucks hauling this powder mix were disabled out on the highway.
And, of course, they were equipped with what they call static chains and all the . . . static electricity would
be involved in setting off a blast, but as time was winding up, they recruited the ambulance, and we put this
powder in the ambulance. And that didn’t have drag chains, you didn’t have naught. All we could do was
move. So we put this powder keg in the ambulance and bring it to the arsenal and put it where it belongs.
(Laughs)

Oh, really? If the truck stalled out on the . . . they’d call you?

Sure.
But what of that? There was no way to control static or anything. So was that dangerous?

Well, (laughing) I survived a couple of ruas without any problem. We had a safety engineer that used to
work out here. His name was John Funk. He was the insurance company Safety Engineer that insured the
whole business, and John was quite a guy. He said, “It looks like we’re going for a ride.” Say, “Okay,
John. Let’s go.”

How did you find out about the job here and how did you go about getting your job here?

Well, there was an ad in the paper that they were looking for . . . and, of course, you had to take a physical
examination.

Where did you take that physical?

They had, like I said, they had off the area places where you could go for your physical examination at the
time, because they were building the facility. And I was a licensed ambulance driver and I was a first aid
instructor and had been around a lot of this [inaudible] business.

Why did you want to work here instead of like for a hospital, you know, like a big hospital in the city or
whatever? What was it about this place that was attractive? '

Well, I guess the challenge was more than anything, because if I had been an ambulance driver out of a
hospital, I would have got the same wages that I got out here. However, this was only four miles from
home. So then when they found that out, and I got on the payroll, they had a driver for each shift, and I
lived so close by, the insurance company put emergency equipment on my personal car, red lights and sirens.
So if I had worked an eight-hour day and I was home supposedly sleeping for the next shift, my 16-hours
off was interrupted to come and help if they needed the extra. I could make it over here in four minutes from
the time I was called. If I worked a 16-hour day, I was on call eight, and if I worked an eight-hour day, I
was on call 16. And it worked out real well [inqudible].



Did that ever happen, where they had to call you?
Oh, yeah.

Before you started working here, like a couple of days before you found out, how did you find out you got
the job? Did they hire you on the spot?

Well, I made my application and took my physical and then you’d just have to wait.
Before you started actually working here, what did you think it would be like?

Well, I had been around it long enough so I knew it was going to be a mess. And that’s all you could call
it, would be a mess, because it’s organized confusion.

Are you talking about the construction?

The whole picture. Because, you see, you have to learn to adjust, not only from one shift to the next, but
once you're geared for an eight-hour shift, (chuckling) you make adjustments in that eight hours, and without
losing any sleep over it or without getting excited. Because it’s just one of those things that happens in
emergency service. Well, the firemen are the same way. I mean they sit there in their station, and if the
bell rings, they go. And the ambulance driver is a little bit on the same order, and there is never two
incidents that are exactly the same, no matter how many jobs you’re on or how many people you got
working. Somebody will say, well I got a finger that’s cut off, well the next guy gets a finger cut off, it
might not be his thumb, it might be the middle finger (chuckles). But you’ve got to be prepared for anything.
And, like I say, I had been in enough rhubarbs before this plant started . . . that was just about . . . well it
was the worst things I’ve ever seen in my life [inaudible]. Like I say, it was organized confusion. The
construction managers were just fantastic. I mean how they could keep track of the number of people they
had on the job and what material was going to what part of the job, this was really, oh, it was just simply
magnificent, the way they handled it. Considering that it was splattered all over the landscape, why it was
... and there was different kinds of soil condition and there was swampy areas and there was hard clay and
just a few rocks and construction problems, and that’s when there’s accidents.

You just said there are no two situations that are the same, but what was an average day like for you, from
beginning to end? What shift did you normally work? How was that set up?

Well, the shifts ran from 7:00 in the morning to 3:00 in the afternoon, [and it] was what they cal.ed the A
Shift. The B Shift was from 3:00 in the afternoon to 11:00, and C Shift was from 11:00 to 7:00, and as
crazy as it sounds, what happened on the C Shift and what happened on the A Shift, I mean, yeah, sure the
guy just sawed into his hand or something like that, but I mean the circumstances were different because it
was dark and they were working on a different level. Maybe on the A Shift they’re climbing around up on
the second story, and on the night shift they’ve probably got something to do at a lower level because the
scaffolding wasn’t ready for them or something, so they’d find something else for them to do. So you never

knew what you were going to get into.
Was that the same when the plant was in operation? Were there different accidents at night?
Oh, sure.

Because of what?

Well, you see, there are some people that they would work, say, the night shift. They’d work from 11:00
at night till 7:00 in the morning. All right. So they left here at 7:00. They were able and hearty, but
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sometimes they were involved in automobile accidents on the way home. Sometimes when they got home,
some of their kids or some of their family is involved in something, so their sleep was disrupted, so when
they came back, 11:00 the next night, they were tired out, grumpy and growly, and they were not quite as
alert as they could have been, and so, I mean, circumstances alter cases. You’re not finding fault with the
people that are on nights; it’s just that you have to recognize their lifestyle is different and the problems they
face are different than the guy that has an 8:00 to 5:00 job or a 7:00 to 3:00 job. And 7:00 to 3:00 and 8:00
to 5:00 are two horses of two different colors. I mean they’re just as different as night and day. And there
are stressful jobs in construction. And, of course, in those days, when they built this plant, they didn’t have
the sophisticated mechanical creatures to help you with your work like they have now. I mean, they’ve got
equipment now . . . (chuckles). It’s just a whole different world.

What was an average day for you like here?
Oh, it would all depend on what was going on.
Where did you report to work?

Well, when we were in construction, I reported to that hospital building on Highway 96, and as soon as I
reported in there, the ambulance and the nurse that were stationed out here in the middle of the lot, they
would come down here and I would bring them, the nurse that was going to take her place out there, and then
sometime hang around out there in the area, or else, if there was something going on someplace else, I'd
have to . . . And we, the boys on the ambulance, had to use their own judgment. If we had to go out in the
area and pick up someone that was injured, you got pretty well able to determine whether this is something
[inaudible] the nurse could handle or if it was to go in for immediate x-rays, if the arm is twisted or
disfigured or your legs are sticking out the opposite direction or something, well, you know they can’t do
anything in first aid station about it, so you take them to the hospital. I mean that was one of the judgments
you had to make.

If there was an accident somewhere, did they call you first or did they call the nurse?

Well, they had a central number. They had a barn,—it was a big garage--but the northwest corner of 105
here was the communication center for the whole darn thing when it finally got in operation. And they had
35, 40, 50 telephone operators working in there to handle all that incoming/outgoing calls and all. And then,
of course, it was all dial phones after it once got established. And that’s another thing we had to learn. Each
one of these buildings had a tool shed and a time shed assigned to it, and the guys that come in with their
daily work card punched the clock, and then report to the tool shed. Now, the t