BOOMTOWN !
The Old Hickory Smokeless-Gunpowder Plant

D

uring World War I, U.S. government contractors,
working at breakneck speed, built the world’s
largest smokeless-gunpowder plant, as well as a company
town, in Hadley’s Bend near Nashville, Tennessee. The
construction provided a source of employment for
thousands of Nashvillians, many of them women, at
a time when men were off to war. The war had raged
since 1914, although the United States did not enter
until 1917. The arrival of the American soldiers in
France, along with the tremendous industrial output
of the United States, was the determining factor in
concluding the bloody world war in which millions were
killed. The big artillery guns, along with the newfangled
automatic machine guns, required a tremendous
amount of smokeless gunpowder. In 1917, the American
government contracted with E.I. du Pont de Nemours
& Company (commonly known as Dupont) to build a
gunpowder manufacturing facility. Dupont would be in
timely competition with the Nitro Plant in Charleston,
W.Va. being built at the same time by the ThompsonStarrett Company.

On Jan. 12, 1918, the announcement was made
that Dupont would
build a manufactory at Hadley’s Bend
that would produce
nearly one million
pounds of gunpowder a day (nine similar
units, each producing
100,000 pounds per day),
a capacity 75 times greater
than any existing plant. In 1918, Hadley’s Bend was a
rural area of small farms, pastureland, and woods. The
most remarkable feature was Vaucluse, the once stately two-story brick mansion of Dr. Jack Hadley. Hadley’s
Bend was chosen due to its isolation, security, and availability of water and coal. The plant site would be three
miles long by 1.5 miles wide, the largest industrial site in
Tennessee. The power plant would have 68 boilers, each
rated at 825 horsepower. In full production, the plant
would require each day 4,500 tons of coal, 100 million
gallons of water, 1.5 million pounds of nitrate of soda,
and 675,000 pounds of sulphur.
Hanger and Mason Co. was chosen as the main contractor
to build the company town. Hadley Avenue would
divide the construction, with the permanent village
to the east and temporary housing for construction
workers to the west. The barracks and tar structures
of wood frames covered with rubberoid (an asbestos
compound) comprised the Colored and the Mexican
villages west of the avenue. In the Mexican Village, 41
large barracks housed 3,000 workers. Between Hadley
and the river was built the permanent village, designed
to house management officials, composed of substantial
one and two-story frame houses. The home styles came
out of a pattern book DuPont used for factory housing
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such as at their Hopewell plant in Virginia. The ten styles
were given names such as Denver, Florence, Ketchum,
Haskell, Bay Tree, Arlington, Davis, Cumberland,
Georgia and Welford, and resembled houses in old
Northern mill towns.

Rural Hadley’s Bend Chosen for Plant Site
Hadley’s Bend is a large tract of land nearly surrounded
by the Cumberland River northeast of downtown
Nashville. The Hermitage, home of President Andrew
Jackson, lies close nearby. In the 1950s Old Hickory Dam
was built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers at the tip
of the bend, creating Old Hickory Lake upstream to the
east.

By the second week in February, nearly 1,200 workers
were on-site. One hundred thousand would eventually
work at the plant during the course of the year,
coming from Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, Mississippi,
Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, and Indiana. The men
were transported to Nashville, issued authorization and
payroll cards, assigned housing quarters, given a mealbook, and sent to the proper work superintendent. On
July 1, the U.S. Department of Labor took over control
of all war-production construction hiring. At peak
construction, 40,000 men were employed at one time.
Even elderly Confederate veterans from the Old Soldier’s
Home two miles away volunteered to work.

Hadley’s Bend was the site of the handsome antebellum
mansion Vaucluse of Dr. J.L. Hadley, which was built of
brick walls two feet thick and sported wallpaper imported
from France which had been intended for Andrew
Jackson’s Hermitage. Dr. Hadley had served as a surgeon
during the War of 1812. He and his wife Amelia had 13
children, but only two survived into adulthood. During
the Civil War, Confederate artillerymen positioned
themselves in the bend to fire upon Union railroad trains
across the river. At Hadley’s Bend a ferry was operated
for 40 years without incident by Uncle Charley. In 1917
the government paid the Hadley heirs $333,000 for the
3,300-acre estate. The mansion was used as construction
offices and was torn down in 1924. It is said that some of
the wood and stone carvings were sent to the homes of
Dupont company officials in Delaware.

The first step was to build a five-mile-long macadam
road and a railroad spur into the bend. The closest main
road was Lebanon Road, five miles away. Seven and a
half miles of railroad track were laid in 30 days from the
Central Tennessee Railroad at Hermitage Station to the
plant. This involved moving 2.5 million cubic yards of
earth.

Also in Hadley’s Bend was Soldier’s Rest, the home of
General Thomas Overton (1755-1825). He served in
the Revolutionary War and as Inspector of Revenue
in North Carolina, the same position held by his
brother, Judge John Overton in Tennessee. He was
one of General Jackson’s seconds in the duel with
Charles Dickinson. General Overton is buried near his
homeplace, in the small cemetery at the center of Old
Hickory Village. A monument there pays homage to
the familes who lived in Hadley’s Bend and who were
forced to move to make way for the gunpowder plant:
Bondurant, Dismukes, Donelson, Gleaves, Hadley,
Jackson, Jones, and Overton.

Railroad cars reaching the plant with materials were
efficiently unloaded, including nearly 4,000 carloads of
lumber, 2,400 of stone, 1,182 of sand, 558 of ice, 402 of
sewer pipe, 383 of brick, 290 of cement. Of the total of
13,509 railroad carloads of materials, only two failed to
reach their destination on time. Transport was handled
by 200 men using 70 trucks and 80 horse or mule teams.
At peak construction 300 train cars of material were
received and unloaded in one day.

Each day, a special train of 14 coaches known as the
Powder Puff Special brought female workers to the plant.
An average of 18,000 employees were brought to the
plant from Nashville each day by rail. Fifteen thousand
workers lived on the reservation. The average salary was
$4 to $5 per day, with the largest payrolls reaching $4
million per month.
The railroad was not enough. Workers also arrived from
Madison on ferries making three-minute trips across the
Cumberland River. A pontoon bridge was built, soon to
be replaced by a suspension bridge, 1,800 feet long and
91 feet above the water. The building of housing facilities
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set all-time construction records. To facilitate speedy
construction, a planing mill plant and a sheet metal mill
were constructed on the reservation.

buildings. The construction required more than 5,000
new architectural drawings on the equivalent of 18 acres
of blueprint paper. Eighty-five million board-feet of
lumber, wallboard, and Cronolite would be used.

D

uring the construction of the plant, a horrific train
accident—the deadliest in U.S. history—occurred
just outside Nashville. Many of the victims were workers,
most of them African-American, headed to jobs at the
gunpowder plant. The locomotives, each traveling at 50
mph on the same track and running behind schedule,
collided head-on at Dutchman’s Curve, about five miles
west of Union Station, in an explosion heard for miles. It
happened on July 9, 1918 at 7:30 in the morning. It was
the deadliest railroad accident in U.S. history, with 101
persons killed and about one hundred injured.

In four days in September, more than four million
board-feet were laid for houses in the village, an average
of about 308 board feet per carpenter per day, close to
a world’s record. In one instance, a six-room bungalow
was built ready for occupancy in nine hours. A two-story
block apartment building containing 36 rooms was built
in 29.5 hours. The 800-pupil school building, containing
1.2 million board feet of lumber, was destroyed by fire in
October; it was rebuilt in ten days.
The army of laborers required ample, frequent feeding.
In the month of August, 1.1 million meals were served, as
many as served in the Panama Canal Zone in six months
of peak construction. The Old Hickory commissaries
employed 100 cooks and 1,800 assistants.

When completed, Old Hickory consisted of 348
management homes, 1,125 bungalows, 167 two-story
block apartments, 84 one-story block apartments, 284
bunkhouses, 41 washhouses, two hotels, two dining
halls, three YMCAs, five schools, one grand kitchen,
10 mess halls, three short-order restaurants, several
commissaries, a bank, a post office, two drugstores, two
shoe shops, two bakeries, a passenger and a freight depot,
hundreds of fuel houses and boxes, a fire department,
20 hose reel houses, two sewage pumping stations, a
heating plant, nine community garages, restrooms,
searchlight tower, ice house, and dozens of other utility

The site required two sewage treatment plants using
50 miles of pipe and 543 manholes. The water system
(large enough to service the city of Boston) featured two
covered reservoirs, 13 large water pumps, and 227 fire
hydrants. The project included the largest refrigeration
plant in the world, capable of producing 3.2 million
pounds of ice per day. The Post Office employed 46
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clerks and handled 9,000 pieces of mail each way and
sold $250 in stamps each day.

banquet at Nitro, Major Wood good-naturedly presented
the box of powder to the assembly and nearly started a
riot. Incredulous Nitro workers blamed their secondplace status on government red-tape, but in the end the
powder box incident prompted the Nitro workers to step
up their own productivity.

The speed of plant construction broke all records for
similar operations. Ground was broken on March 8. The
first unit of the sulphuric acid plant began continuous
operation 84 days later. On June 1 a ceremony was held
to mark the occasion. Old Hickory supervisors invited
state and local government leaders; a contingent of
Dupont company officials came down from Delaware
to participate. The wife of an assistant resident engineer
broke a bottle of wine to dedicate the unit, while a band
played “The Star Spangled Banner.” Governor Thomas
C. Rye threw the switch that turned the machinery for
the first time.

O

n September 28 the project was hit hard by the
Spanish influenza epidemic, which was inflicting
more deaths around the world than the fighting in
Europe. Old Hickory was a dense concentration of
people working and living together, thus facilitating
the spread of the disease. Temporary hospitals were
quickly set up and scheduled meetings and gatherings
cancelled. One in four at the plant contracted the
disease, and most of the 1,300 who died from the disease
in Nashville came from the plant. The basement of the
Nashville YMCA, converted to a temporary morgue,
overflowed with bodies. Through 1919, more than
548,000 Americans died due to the flu. Worldwide, 20
million to 40 million people died in the worst pandemic
since the Black Death of 1350.

The nitric acid plant went online June 10, followed by
the first unit of the guncotton purification plant on
June 23. The first guncotton was nitrated that day. The
first powder was granulated on July 2, or 116 days after
breaking ground.
In March, a Major Wood, the government dispersing
officer at Old Hickory, was relieved and sent to the Nitro
Plant in West Virginia. Workers promised to send him
a box of powder manufactured in Tennessee for use
on the Fourth of July at Nitro. This was quite a joke
for Major Wood. But the workers at Old Hickory met
the “impossible” deadline, just barely. At the July 4th

World War I ended with the armistice signed on Nov. 11,
1918. At that time, the Old Hickory plant was 93 percent
completed and 96 days ahead of schedule. The plant was
producing 700,000 pounds of gunpowder per day. When
Dupont turned the plant site over to the U.S. government
in 1919, it charged $1 for construction. Over the previous

4

BOOMTOWN ! : The Old Hickory Smokeless-Gunpowder Plant

year, DuPont had charged the government one percent
of product value to operate the plant. (Fifteen years after
the war, the government investigated war profiteering
by the so-called “merchants of death,” but no charges
were brought against Dupont.) As it turned out, none of
the gunpowder produced at Old Hickory was ever sent
overseas or used in wartime. Within a matter of months,
the plant site and village became a virtual ghost town.
The U.S. government sold the plant in December 1920
for $3.5 million to the Nashville Industrial Corporation,
which had been organized specifically to bid on the
purchase. NIC then began the job of selling off surplus
equipment and attracting new industry to the site.

the U.S. Another unit was used for making drugs and
medicines; yet another sent to Alabama for making
dynamite used in mining and excavating. Other acid
plants ended up in Mexico, used in the refining of oil into
gasoline and to be used in a fertilizer plant. The cotton
purification unit was sent to a Louisiana kraft paper mill.
Steam boilers from the power plant furnished steam for
coal mines, electric light plants, paper mills, packing
houses, cotton oil plants, and salt refineries. The huge
mixers were used for roofing and insulating materials
and even foodstuffs. Electric generators were sent to
the Southwest. In 1923, the Dupont Fibersilk Company
bought 500 acres at the site and began constructing a
rayon plant.

The acid-plant machinery was shipped to Chile to make
dynamite for the mining of nitrate fertilizers used in

On Aug. 11, 1924, the government reserve of gunpowder
totaling 45 million pounds either exploded or were
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consumed in a raging fire at the old plant site, clearing
a 40-acre tract and destroying 50 buildings owned by
the NIC. One-half of the old plant was destroyed. The
gunpowder “explosion” was muted and muffled. It had
cost $22.5 million to manufacture the powder, whose
postwar value was set at $450,000. The gunpowder was
being stored as a reserve by the U.S. government, with
half of it set aside for roadbuilding by the Department
of Agriculture.

out and Dacron production was begun, along with other
products. In 1957, the construction of Old Hickory
Lock and Dam by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
inundated the northeast quadrant of the old factory site.
Today, residential renovaters are being attracted to the
village of Old Hickory, where many of the permanent
homeplaces still stand. Historical preservation efforts
are underway to preserve the charm of the old “factorytown” community.

D

Several thousand rounds of small-arms ammunition
were expended, mostly against brick walls. No one was
severely injured. The fire was the largest U.S. government
loss since the Great War, and left a “white-hot tangle of
debris.” According to the Washington Post: “The flames
originated in solvent recovery house No. 8, in the
northeast end of the powder storage area, and leaped
from building to building until finally they died out. The
power house, considered the most valuable building of
the plant, escaped the flames by a scant 20 yards.”

uring the 1960s, the last significant vestige of the old
gunpowder plant came tumbling down when the
nine power-plant brick smokestacks were demolished.
Known as “the sentinels,” the 200-foot-tall stacks were
used by aircraft pilots as landmarks. The smokestacks
were in two rows; five in one and four in another, about
200 feet apart with the power plant in between. Each
one cost $11,000. Fifteen feet in diameter, they required
foundations 20 feet deep. They were made of hollow
bricks and the strongest mortar available. The reason
the stacks hadn’t been demolished earlier is that the cost
of demolition could not be recouped by salvaging the
bricks. The mortar was so strong that when the stacks
came down every brick was broken. Today, the old
powder plant site is occupied partially by a large auto
auction lot.

Rayon, or artificial silk, production began at Old
Hickory in January 1925 and continued for 25 years.
Total production was more than one billion pounds and
was used in a variety of clothing lines and upholstery
fabrics. In the late 1950s Rayon production was phased
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