
FDR, Detroit, and the Epic Quest to Arm
America at War
As the dark clouds of World War II gathered over Europe in the late 1930s,
the United States found itself woefully unprepared for the conflict that
loomed on the horizon. The nation's military was small and ill-equipped,
and its industrial base was not geared towards producing the vast
quantities of weapons and equipment that would be needed to fight a
modern war. This was a daunting challenge, but one that President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt and the American people were determined to meet.

At the heart of America's wartime production effort was Detroit, Michigan.
The city had a long history of manufacturing, and its auto industry was one
of the most advanced in the world. Roosevelt recognized that Detroit's
factories and skilled workforce could be converted to produce the weapons
and equipment that the nation needed. In 1940, he established the Office of
Production Management (OPM) to oversee the conversion of American
industry to wartime production. The OPM was headed by William S.
Knudsen, a former General Motors executive who was intimately familiar
with Detroit's manufacturing capabilities.
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The conversion of Detroit to wartime production was a massive
undertaking. Factories had to be retooled, workers had to be trained, and
new supply chains had to be established. The auto industry, which had
been producing cars and trucks, was now tasked with producing tanks,
airplanes, and other military equipment. The challenges were immense, but
the American people rose to the occasion. Detroit's factories worked
around the clock, and the city's workforce put in long hours to produce the
weapons and equipment that the nation needed.

Arsenal of Democracy

Detroit's wartime production effort was a key factor in the Allied victory in
World War II. The city produced more than 50% of the tanks, trucks, and
airplanes used by the American military during the war. It also produced a
significant portion of the ammunition, bombs, and other supplies that were
needed to fight the war. Detroit's contribution to the war effort earned it the
nickname "the Arsenal of Democracy."

Roosevelt's vision of Detroit as the "Arsenal of Democracy" was not limited
to the city itself. He recognized that the entire country needed to be
mobilized for war, and he called on all Americans to do their part. The
American people responded with a spirit of patriotism and sacrifice. They
donated money to the war effort, they volunteered for military service, and
they worked tirelessly in factories and on farms. The American people were
united in their determination to defeat the Axis powers.
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The Impact of World War II on Detroit

World War II had a profound impact on Detroit. The city's population
boomed as people from all over the country came to work in its factories.
The city's economy also boomed, as the wartime production effort created
thousands of new jobs. However, the war also took a heavy toll on Detroit.
The city was home to some of the most intense fighting during the Battle of
the Bulge, and many of its buildings were damaged or destroyed. The war
also left a lasting legacy of racial tension in Detroit, as the influx of African
Americans from the South led to increased competition for jobs and
housing.

Detroit's role in World War II is a story of sacrifice, determination, and
innovation. The city's factories and workforce played a key role in the Allied
victory, and its legacy as the "Arsenal of Democracy" lives on to this day.
Detroit's wartime experience is a reminder of the power of American
industry and the resilience of the American people. It is a story that should
continue to inspire us today.

Additional Information

For more information on Detroit's role in World War II, visit the website
of the Detroit Historical Museum:

https://detroithistorical.org/exhibits/world-war-ii

For more information on the Office of Production Management, visit
the website of the National Archives:

https://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/459.html



For more information on the impact of World War II on Detroit, visit the
website of the Detroit Urban League:

https://www.detroiturbanleague.org/our-impact
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