
PART III


THE DELUGE:


THE DISTRICT IN 1942

The Engineers Take Over
The stirrings of 1940-41 were minor compared to the flush of activity in the district in 1942.  News of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had hardly crackled over the radios in Vicksburg before full-scale mobilization began.  Almost overnight, the district's military personnel increased from two to over forty, as reservists like Chief of Engineering Division Raymond Sauer were entered on active duty and other officers were transferred in.

The shock of global war coincided almost exactly with the transfer of all military construction in the United States to the Corps of Engineers.  Throughout 1941, as larger construction tasks loomed ahead, it had become apparent that some solution must be arrived at concerning the discordant functions and claims of the Quartermasters and the Engineers.  By fall, despite vehement protests from the QMC, sympathy in Congress was strong to shift the entire construction burden to the Engineers.  Questions arose as to the Corps qualifications for the job.  As the official Army history noted: 

Embracing fortifications, rivers and harbors improvements, flood control projects, roads, railroads, dams, and canals, the Corps' experience in heavy construction was unequaled by that of any other engineering outfit in the world.  But as its adversaries emphasized, the Corps had little acquaintance with the type of structural work supervised by the Quartermaster General.  In fact, the Engineers claimed no special competence in the housing and building fields.  Confidence in their organization, in its strength and versatility, explained their willingness to tackle all military construction.

The performance of the engineers on Air Corps projects since November 1940‑‑including Meridian, Jackson, and Greenville‑‑was seen by many as a practical test of the Corps abilities.  Maj.  Gen.  Ewart G. Plank of the Corps of Engineers later commented that before the engineers took over Air Corps construction for the Quartermasters, "it was just simple chaos" with procedures "cock-eyed and crazy." Sturgis' comments were often not as polite.

Continuing through 1941, as Corps construction activities spiraled upward, the engineers brought order to the field, applying work methods which over the years had proved successful on rivers and harbors construction to the Air Corps projects.  Tasks that had proven difficult to the QMC, such as the runway paving fiasco at Meridian, were solved by the engineers with relative ease.  Base location miseries were also alleviated when in March 1941, the Air Corps finally appointed engineer representatives to its Site Selection Board.  Congressional investigations in that year further criticized QMC efforts while raising no serious objections to the engineers.

Consequently, Congress in November 1941 passed the landmark measure transferring all military construction to the Corps.  Signed into law by President Franklin D. Roosevelt on December 1, it became effective on December 16.  Barely a week had passed since Pearl Harbor.

Decentralized Administration
In its construction activities, the Corps of Engineers throughout the war operated in a highly decentralized fashion.  In general, the Office of the Chief of Engineers did advance planning and established construction guidelines, but the details and responsibility for their enactment were left largely to the division and district engineers.  Already, in the Air Corps projects of 1941, OCE had given the division and district chiefs great leeway.  Chief of Engineers Reybold in particular held that the district engineers were most familiar with local problems of labor, supply, and terrain and could expedite construction more effectively than could any centralized authority.  The QMC had in fact relied on the latter with most undesirable results.

Engineer districts also had established long-term working relationships with local contractors and had numerous contacts with area political, civic, and financial leaders.  While the Chief of Engineers often recommended an officer to head up an individual project, even in this the local DE's had the final say.

Commitment to Speed
In wartime construction, speed was of the essence.  In order to hasten activities, OCE transmitted general directives to division or district engineers by teletype before more explicit written orders could be sent.  At the Vicksburg office, in the Post Office on Crawford Street, clerks manned the teletype machine twenty-four hours a day, as messages were prone to arrive at any time, often long after midnight.

From December 1941 through November 1942, the same scenario was played out time after time.  The clanging of the warning bell alerted the clerk, then the teletype beat out its rhythmic message, and word after word, a directive clicked off to institute, enlarge, or alter some Army facility in the district.  Within hours Sturgis and his staff were at work pouring over plans, considering contractors, issuing orders for the procurement of materials, and searching for competent workmen.

Engineering, Manpower, and Materials:
Problems and Solutions
Through its crucial construction period in 1942, the Vicksburg District faced three particular regional problems:  difficult geological, climatic, and soil conditions; shortages of manpower; and a chronic lack of essential materials.  The foundation soils of the Mississippi Valley, coupled with its climate, form one of the most difficult combinations found by construction engineers.  Soils vary as greatly as the topography of the rich flatlands of the Mississippi Delta differ from the rugged hills and piney woods adjoining.  In central Mississippi engineers struggled with unstable clay soils, while in the Delta the low, flat lands and sluggish streams required constant flood and drainage work.  At air bases such as Greenville, Mississippi, and Pollock, Louisiana, the topsoil was constantly wet and difficult to handle.  Runways and taxiways had to have thicker pavement than in most circumstances to make them stable, and all foundations had to be handled with extreme care.  At Jackson, engineers found the shifting Yazoo clay at Hawkins Field to be particularly treacherous.

Concerning the labor problem, the district did have one advantage:  its personnel had been trained in construction activity and, while its organization was tremendously expanded, it had an experienced cadre to build around.  It was the mass labor‑‑​carpenters, plumbers, steam fitters, electricians, and common laborers--who proved to be more difficult.  The district was almost exclusively agricultural, and the principal construction period was during the normal crop season.   Hence the common laborers, available in other seasons, had to stay with their crops.  In 

addition, much of the more skilled labor had already flowed to industrial centers where wages were higher and working conditions better.  What the District had plenty of, Sturgis lamented, were "cotton and unskilled Negroes."  Most military projects were located in small communities, sometimes miles from a town, and the predetermined wage scale of the district's projects was the lowest in the country.

Material shortages necessitated constant adjustments, but it was here that the district showed the most ingenuity.  Simply by putting into practice two relatively simple ideas, Sturgis and his aides eliminated a great deal of trouble.  First, they designed "around" critical materials by making construction plans fit what they knew to be available.  Second, they sought out smaller manufacturers and suppliers not burdened with massive backlogs of orders.

As examples of the former, on projects where structural steel was not available for elevated water tanks, workers dug concrete-lined reservoirs in the ground and covered them with trussed roofs.  Pressure was provided by pumps.  At Japanese​-American civilian relocation centers in Arkansas, progress was delayed by the lack of plumbing fixtures such as flush valves for toilets.  Quickly designed alternative latrines, flushed with buckets, and the use of laundry tubs for wash basins made the facilities ready for "beneficial" occupancy until permanent fixtures could arrive.  As Sturgis stated in a letter to OCE on September 26, 1942, concerning material shortages, the Vicksburg District "can't squeeze blood out of an onion . . . but we have created blood by laboratory methods anyhow."

As to the latter, quality lumber proved to be the most difficult commodity to acquire.  Lumber auctions often provided only one-third of the district's current needs.  Thus, district personnel had to scramble all over the country buying lumber in "dibs and dabs," often at inflated prices.  Sturgis constantly found it necessary to use his personal contacts with "friends" in the lumber business and with big contractors such as A. Jones of Charlotte, North Carolina, to come up with the required materials.

At Greenwood Air Base, Mississippi, a large contractor notified the District Engineer that necessary copper wire could not be obtained because his quota had been reduced by the War Production Board.  Troops were scheduled to move onto the post in three weeks and the electrical system had to be finished in time.  Sturgis contacted Rural Electrification Administration cooperatives, municipal power companies, small suppliers‑‑anybody who might have even a tiny 

supply of copper wire.  Finally, from ten different sources, enough wire was located.  Then district personnel supervised the loading of materials and accompanied each shipment in transit all the way to the work site.  The troops moved in on time.

Not all supply crises were so judiciously handled.  Two Vicksburg District projects were stalled by the lack of 12‑in. diameter cast-iron pipe:  the Air Corps Navigation School at Monroe, Louisiana, and the huge ammonia plant at El Dorado, Arkansas. 

Sturgis finally got priority assistance for the Monroe location.  However, because El Dorado was so critical to the munitions industry, Sturgis went there in person and spent most of a day haggling with the Army bureaucracy in Washington over the phone.  He was consequently assured that El Dorado would get the needed pipe.  After driving back to Vicksburg that night, Sturgis went by his office to check the teletype.  There sat two messages, one which confirmed approval for the El Dorado pipe and one which canceled approval for the Monroe pipe because it was needed at El Dorado.

Public Affairs Nightmares
Inevitably, the mobilization of millions of men and women with attendant expenditures of hundreds of millions of dollars aroused public scrutiny.  As the most visible element of preparation, military construction provided the most tempting target.  During the first fall and winter of defense preparations in 1939-40, newspapers and magazines presented sketchy, often one-sided pictures of military construction.  Sensational articles detailing cost overruns, nepotism, incompetence, avoidable delays, union shakedowns, and other horror stories pertaining to QMC projects became commonplace.

By late 1940, the public attitude toward military construction was one of suspicion--if not outright distrust, despite an aggressive public relations campaign by the Quartermasters which claimed a "brilliant accomplishment and glittering success."  Memories of major scandals from World War I were still fresh.  Consequently, the QMC and later the Corps of Engineers found themselves fighting a constant public image campaign which lasted the duration of World War II.

Congressional Investigations
Where public arousal led, congressional investigation soon followed.  By the spring of 1941, Congress was prepared to launch a full-scale probe of military construction.  The House created a special committee chaired by Rep. R. Ewing Thomason of Texas to consider military real estate procurement and construction, while the junior senator from Missouri, Harry S. Truman, headed a corresponding Senate committee.  Both committees sent investigators to job sites throughout the country, including the Vicksburg District, and sometimes the congressmen visited locations in person.

A Senate committee report, completed in August 1941, ​constituted a stinging indictment of military ineptitude, shortsightedness, and extravagance.  In particular, the report sharply criticized the QMC for mistakes in estimates, for mishandling land acquisitions, for permitting contractors to make faulty layouts, for using slipshod administrative methods, and for paying too much for equipment rentals.

On the positive side, the committee found no evidence of outright fraud or dishonesty.  The findings of the House committee were less critical and, in fact, defended some procedures attacked by the Truman group.  Still, without question, the reputation of the Army in general and the Quartermasters in particular had been damaged, a legacy the Engineers inherited with the burden of military construction.

Although the primary investigative activities of the Congressional committees had been completed by the fall of 1941‑‑just as the bulk of construction was being shifted to the Corps of Engineers‑‑Congressional hearings, visits to job sites, and committee reports continued through the war.  Journalistic efforts, coupled with these governmental endeavors, presented continuous distractions to Corps administrators.

Sturgis and the Public Image
In the Vicksburg District, Sturgis found the "public image" problem yet another headache.  He lamented that public image was an area in which "rumors prevailed and, with the American press putting priority on sensationalism, grew out of all proportion to the facts of construction, of which news reporters knew little." He further concluded, in relation to his particular circumstances, that in cities, where construction was better understood, people were far less troubled than in isolated, remote areas where "citizens seize every bit of gossip and blow it up until it is not recognizable . . . Watch out for a project in the middle of a rural area." For example, the day Sturgis completed a routine inspection of the Louisiana Ordnance Plant at Minden, the Shreveport paper bannered "Corps of Engineers to be investigated for waste, graft, extravagance at the Louisiana Ordnance Plant."

Actually, congressional investigators found relatively little to complain about in Sturgis' domain.  The shoe, rather, was on the other foot as far as the DE was concerned.  He noted that site visits from QMC supervisors (before the transfer of construction responsibilities to the Engineers), then from OCE representatives, the regular Army Zone Staff, and from Congressional investigators‑‑​some of which lasted for weeks‑‑took an enormous bite out of the time of project engineers and their staffs and were in general a waste of effort.

The Minden Fiasco

An incident at the Minden Ordnance Plant, Louisiana, in February 1942 particularly rankled the DE.  Representatives from both the Thomason House and Truman Senate committees were present.  Sturgis, in a lengthy report to the Chief of Engineers on February 27, complained that the House investigator had conducted himself in such a way as to undermine morale and discipline on the project by threatening employees, repeating unfounded innuendoes, and creating a "gestapo-like" air with his inquisitorial manner.

The culminating event, Sturgis reported, took place in the early morning hours of February 18 when the investigator showed up drunk at the construction site, commandeered a 

project police station wagon, and drove around the reservation threatening to have workers discharged.  He found a bulldozer on fire where a small amount of oil had ignited.  This was extinguished by the operator within a matter of seconds, but not before the investigator had called over the radio in the station wagon for the fire department and had cursed the project engineer for gross negligence.

Sturgis' report to OCE of February 27 stated that on February 20 he met with the chief Senate investigator to discuss the recent unpleasantness.  The DE found the investigator to be "pleasant, well-informed, and helpful." Sturgis played a tape recording of the House investigator's remarks via the radio in the station wagon and expressed his convictions that the House investigator was seriously damaging progress on the job site.  The DE then asked the Senate investigator for his advice, at which the latter simply asked for the tape of the other investigator's drunken remarks.

Five days later, according to Sturgis, the House investigator had departed the premises and his whereabouts was unknown.  In the meantime, however, he had apologized to a representative of the contractor and had further stated that his visit had disclosed nothing radically wrong with the overall conduct of the project.  This was of small consolation to the other principals involved, in that invaluable time had already been wasted, including Sturgis' meeting with the Senate investigator, the taking of statements from nine eye-witnesses to the incidents of February 18, and the preparation of a lengthy report for OCE.

Contracting Problems

In addition to engineering, manpower, material, and public relations difficulties, the Vicksburg District faced complex problems in contracting.  Military contracting had long been a subject of controversy and had undergone a motley evolution prior to 1942.  Before World War I, contracts for military construction had by law been "fixed-price" agreements.  The Army was required to advertise construction projects and to publicly solicit bids.  The award then went to the lowest bidder who promised to furnish materials and complete construction within a time limit according to detailed plans and specifications.  The contractor often received a lump-sum payment, with any amount above expenses being profit.  Fixed-price contracts tended in general to hold bid prices down, except when there was collusion between contractors, but could be used only when complete plans and specifications were available and labor and material markets were stable.  It was also often time consuming to advertise and take bids. 

During World War I, when speed was paramount, the Army maintained fixed-price contracting into 1917, but without public advertising or bidding.  Instead, the Army Construction Division negotiated contracts privately with qualified firms.  When this also proved too slow, fixed-price contracts gave way to "cost-plus-a-percentage-of -cost" agreements whereby, the government would foot nearly all the bills of the contractor, then pay the contractor a fixed percentage of the cost as profit.  Construction could begin at once without specifications, and changes could be made easily.  Unfortunately, cost-plus-percentage contracts required constant and vigilant supervision by the government and often led to profiteering, as some contractors exaggerated costs to maximize profits.

Post-war criticisms of cost-plus-percentage contracts led to the introduction in 1918 of "cost-plus-a-fixed-fee” (CPFF) guidelines by Congress which were favored by most construction and military authorities.  CPFF contracts required the contractor to furnish labor, materials, and equipment, and do everything necessary to complete a job in the shortest possible time.  The government would reimburse the contractor for all expenses except overhead, executive salaries, and interest on loans.  The contractor would then receive a specific fee determined at the time of negotiation and based on the original cost estimate.  No change could be made in the fee amount unless the scope of the project was materially altered, so that the contractor's fee was much like a salary.  CPFF contracts, according to their proponents, preserved the speed of cost-plus-percentage contracts but avoided rewards for extravagance.

Despite "internal" support for CPFF contracting, the experiment was short-lived.  By 1920, due to political pressures, fixed-price arrangements with competitive advertised bidding had been restored, and by the 1930s had become practically sacrosanct.  With the rumblings of mobilization in 1939, however, Congress revived the use of CPFF contracts in exceptional circumstances, especially where details were lacking.  A second CPFF bill in 1940 allowed negotiated contracts with no advertising or bidding in "essential"  cases.  Most contracting,   though, was still fixed-price.  Thus, when the Corps of Engineers began to shoulder the burden of construction in 1940-41, it was authorized to contract, according to circumstances, either by fixed-price or fixed-fee methods and through advertised bids or private negotiations.

New Contracting Solutions
Regardless of the type of contract, Corps division and district engineers exercised great leeway.  In December 1941, OCE empowered division engineers to approve negotiated contracts of $5 million or less without authority from the Chief of Engineers, while district engineers were to negotiate contracts in amounts up to $2 million.  By March 1942, OCE raised the latter figure to $3 million, and enlarged the scope of duties of the district engineers to include selection of contractors for negotiated agreements.

District engineers then began compiling data on contractors.  Sturgis, recalling how he went about the task of selection, said:

I set up standards for making recommendations based on size of firm; availability of heavy equipment and its condition; financial situation; previous experience; adequate key personnel, etc.  These standards were weighted as they were made and first choice was given to the firm with the highest score.  With the heavy political pressure behind various firms, we found it highly advisable to keep these records on file.

Sturgis made frequent use of CPFF contracts during the early months of construction, particularly where the Army had neither the time nor the information necessary for detailed planning.  But by 1942 there was strong political pressure to return to fixed-price agreements.  

Unfavorable and often one-sided publicity had rendered CPFF contracts synonymous in the public mind with favoritism, extravagance, and waste.  Chief of Engineers Reybold also tended to favor fixed-price agreements because CPFF contracts required detailed supervision and, as construction boomed, they were becoming administratively impossible to regulate.

In some cases, Sturgis took advantage of the wisdom of decentralization to arrange a practical combination of fixed-price and fixed-fee contracts for the same facility.  Fixed-price contracts could be let for major facilities such as barracks and hangars, where plans and specifications were precise, while CPFF contracts would allow work to start immediately on the less certain roads, railroad spurs, and utilities necessary before commencement on the other structures could begin.

Sturgis described how he used this approach:

In May 1942, lump sum pressure became very heavy on the field.  At this time I received a directive for a reregulating depot in northern Louisiana for urgent completion . . . This site was located in a wet forest and was none too good.  Therefore, I tried another contract approach.  This involved a CPFF contract for roads, drainage, and utilities.  In the meantime (about 6 weeks), high quality specs were drawn and invitations to bid for lump sum contracts were advertised. Surprisingly low bids resulted for the remainder of the above-ground work, including warehouses, engine "roundhouse," barracks for the operating personnel, and so forth.  I believe that this resulted mainly from the CPFF contract having first removed the risks by construction of those features (roads, utilities, etc.) which were the most uncertain, as well as the careful and complete plans and specs upon which the contractor, in his bid, could depend.

On other projects the DE even resorted to an ingenious combination of three types of contracts:  CPFF for roads, rail spurs, and utilities; fixed-price for major structures; and unit price for smaller items.

Effective contracting often spelled relative success or failure for a project.  At Camp McCain, Mississippi, Sturgis resorted to a huge fixed-fee arrangement with one contractor, T. A. Jones of Charlotte, North Carolina, for the bulk of work because detailed specifications were available for most structural work.  Sturgis' counterpart in the New Orleans District, charged with constructing the similar Camp Van Dorn in southwest Mississippi, engaged in a complex series of almost twenty subcontracts which, according to Sturgis, was the primary factor delaying completion of the facility.  Though started after Van Dorn, McCain was finished two months earlier at a lesser cost.

As construction progressed through 1942, improved planning techniques, more liberal procurement regulations, and new contracting methods assured that fixed-price methods could gradually supersede fixed-fee.  Learning from experience, Corps officials made higher level decisions more promptly while district engineers and contractors became more accustomed to the 

problems they faced.  By 1943, fixed-fee and other forms of contracting had practically disappeared, and the Corps had reverted for practical purposes to peacetime methods of fixed-price agreements, though with competitive negotiations substituted for formal advertisements and bids.  Clearly, the evolution of an effective contracting system for the entire Corps was largely due to the efforts of district engineers like Sturgis who molded realistic practices to suit their circumstances.

Organizational Overhauls
New and changing construction functions led to administrative adjustments.  Prior to January 1942, all military construction in the Vicksburg District was administered by the Operations Division, headed by William L. Lipscomb.  Corps project engineers on location at Barksdale, Meridian, Jackson, and Greenville in 1941 were immediately responsible to Lipscomb, whose scope of duties already included care of the Mississippi River levees, revetment operations, channel maintenance, and the Yazoo Basin Reservoir Project.  Lipscomb answered directly‑‑and often‑‑to Sturgis.

By early 1942, as the district took over projects from the Quartermasters and received directives for new construction jobs, a major reorganization was in order.  In January 1942, Sturgis formed a special Ordnance Projects Inspection Division under Maj. (later Lt. Col.) George A. Morris to coordinate and expedite work on the high priority ordnance plants.  At the same time, the DE established a National Defense Section headed by William Harrison, former project engineer at Jackson and Greenville, within Lipscomb's Operations Division.  This new unit directed military construction operations other than those on ordnance facilities.

In June 1942, the district experienced another overhaul as the burden of construction increased.  Raymond Sauer, Chief of Engineering Division, became Sturgis' Executive Assistant in Charge of War Projects.  Sturgis then relieved Lipscomb and the Operations Division of all military responsibilities, with Lipscomb assuming the post of Executive Assistant for Civil Projects.

To coordinate all military activities, Sturgis next created a new Military Construction Division.  Morris rose to head the organization.  The Military Construction Division consisted of three administrative units:  the Airports, Cantonments, and Depots Section under William Harrison; the Ordnance Projects and Interment Camps Section under Capt. J. I. Boswell; and an Administrative Section under Maj. J. C. Stowers.  Among other tasks, the new division coordinated the shifting of all equipment, materials, and personnel throughout the district; carried on advanced planning, including preparations for the initiation of new projects; and supervised all area engineers (formerly called project engineers).  This organizational structure, created under intense pressure, served the district well through the remainder of its construction phase. 
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