WOMPATUCK NEWS
Park Military History Perspective
By Jim Rose, FOW News Editor and Historian
The military history of the Cohasset
Annex begins in 1669 when the park’s
namesake, Chief Joshua Wompatuck, was
killed by the Mohawk Indians aided by
the French Militia in New York State.
Wompatuck was born in 1627. His name
means “white deer.” He was a member of
the Massachusetts Tribe (“dwellers
among the hills”). His father was
Chickataubut (“house of fire”) who died
in the plague of 1633.

Chief Wompatuck

Wompatuck deeded over much of the
South Shore in 1655. In his youth,
Wompatuck was considered a Praying
Indian but drifted back to his original
culture in his adulthood. Wompatuck was
considered wise but had a fiery temper.
After the Mohawks raided the allied
Connecticut tribe of Mohicans,
Wompatuck led a retaliatory raid with 600
of his warriors and was killed.
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U-87 mined Boston Harbor and sunk
two ships off Cape Cod in 1942.

Three centuries later, the Cohasset
Annex came into being. In the late
summer of 1941 with the Nazis marching
through Europe and the Japanese
aggression in the Pacific, it became
apparent that the existing Hingham Naval
Ammunition Depot would have to be
enlarged in storage and shipping capacity
for preparation for a possible future war.
The development of aircraft bombs,
alone, created a new challenge in the
storage and handling of large amounts of
high explosives. With the United States’
ally, Britain, fully embroiled fighting Uboats in the “Battle of the Atlantic,” the
decisions to establish bases in Iceland,
Greenland, Newfoundland, etc. and the
beginnings of North Atlantic offshore
patrols by sea and air heavily increased
the requirements for ammunition to be
supplied locally.
Germany declared war on the U.S. on
December 11, 1941. The boundaries of
the original ammunition depot were far
too restrictive to permit the necessary
construction within proper Bureau of
Ordnance safety limits of distance. It was,
therefore, decided that additional land
should be taken locally.
The Navy decided that a rough
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wooded area lying in the towns of
Hingham, Cohasset, Scituate and Norwell,
approximately four miles east of the old
depot, would prove adequate for
development. Approximately 3,700 acres
were declared necessary for the Annex
operation. U.S. government evicted 60
families in the designated area in 1941.

Former Annex home

The original plan of the Bureau of
Ordnance called for 8 groups of 10 high
explosive magazines, each located 2155
feet from the next and 1900 feet from the
boundary lines. Individual magazines
within groups were to be at least 500 feet
apart. Eventually the high explosive
storage facilities were constructed as three
groups of twenty 25’x80’ earth-covered
magazines, connected by road, but not
rail, and one group of 14 similar
magazines with both road and rail access.
In addition, 12 cartridge and 10 projectile
magazines, 50’x100’ were included,
together with road and rail access.

High explosive magazine

Fall Issue

Page 1

Twelve small earth-covered fuse
magazines were also constructed. Total
Annex magazines came to 188.

Barricaded siding.

Twenty barricaded sidings were built
as a separate group, providing space for
the storage of 135 loaded freight cars. The
individual sites of the central barricades
were chosen to provide 300 feet each.
Because the high explosive magazines
were not to be provided with rail
facilities, it became necessary to construct
a Transfer Depot, with rail access on one
side and truck docks on the other.

Transfer Building

A Marine barracks, a Seaman’s
barracks and several officer quarters were
built at sites as far as possible from the
magazines, locating them in proximity to
convenient gates. Administrative and
service buildings were located in two
groups. The garage, engine house, and
crane shed were located near the barracks
group close to the Leavitt Street gate. The
administrative building was obtained by
remodeling a building put up by
contractors to house their own offices.
Two buildings for mine assembly
were built but never used for their
intended purpose.

The Bureau of Ordnance decided to
centralize all east coast mine work at the
Naval Mine Depot in Yorktown, Virginia.
For almost two years, both buildings were
used for inert storage, various bomb fins,
arming wires and attachments for bombs
being stored there. In late 1943, the Navy
decided to use the mine assembly
buildings for the variable timed fuse
production and packaging instead.

Depth Charge Building

Supervisor James S. Rose transporting
VT fuses.

The V.T. fuse was second only to the
atomic bomb for its strategic importance.
The shell was timed to detonate in the air
as opposed to a direct hit. This was a
revolutionary development for artillery
and anti-aircraft defense.
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Administration Building

Rocket Motor Building

The new Annex required extensive
road and railroad construction to provide
access for traffic to all buildings. The
existing town roads in the area were
utilized as the skeleton for the road
system. Large loops were run around
various groups of buildings with spur
roads leading to individual magazines.
Every effort was made in the construction
of the roads and rail traffic to eliminate
possible sources of accidents.

In early 1944, the Navy erected a
rocket motor production building as well
as a rocket ballistic grain inhibiting
building. Inhibitors were plastic strips
attached to the propellant to slow the burn
and to prevent premature explosions.
Rockets produced varied in size from 2.5
inches in diameter to 12.75 inches.

Annex train

Rocket inhibitor
Mine Anchor Building

VIII depth charge necessitated the
buildings to be placed outside any
possible magnetic field. One such location
was found 800 feet from the
Administration Building, having a safe
distance for an efficient amount of
explosive to be processed.

In 1944, the development of the Mark
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The railroad layout was designed by a
private contractor in cooperation with the
Resident Officer-in-Charge of
Construction. Whitney Woods’s junction
was selected as the entrance point for the
railroad into the magazine. A
classification yard was constructed within
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the Annex to intercept all trains before
they could enter any tracks leading to the
magazine sites. The Annex operated four
diesel engines and the original depot also
operated four diesel engines.
The Annex required two locations for
burning ammunition and propellant. An
area next to Boundary Pond was selected
to burn off the powder. Thousands of
pounds of smokeless powder, explosive
“D” propellant and cordite powder were
burned as well as tracers, smoke grenades,
smoke pots, flares, detonators, cartridges,
rockets ballistic grains and black powder
igniters. Several fires and explosions
resulted and necessitated the local fire
departments to augment the Annex
brigade.

the Korean Conflict and the Annex was
fully operational again. After the Korean
Conflict ended in 1953, the Annex
resumed ordnance production,
maintenance and storage activity.

In the mid-1950s, the U.S. Navy
located Guided Missile Service Unit 215
at the Annex. The unit supplied the Navy
with its first ship-to-air guided missiles,
Terrier and Tartar. The Annex also
supplied the U.S. Navy with its first
nuclear depth charges, ASROC RUR-5.

From 1967 to 1968, the U.S. Army
used a portion of the land to manufacture
land mines for the Vietnam War. The
operation suffered several minor
explosions with ear injuries to personnel.
A major explosion occurred at the nearby
Hanover Fireworks facility that killed one
worker and injured 15 others.

Burning ground (closed off)

Bunker N9 that stored nuclear depth
charges.

Land mine produced at the Annex

Other ordnance and powder was
dumped outside of Boston harbor. A
tragic accident occurred on May 11, 1944
during an ordnance dumping operation 14
miles outside Boston Harbor. A fire and
explosion sunk the ammunition ship USS
YF-415 killing 17 sailors out of a crew of
30.

USS YF-415

At the height of the war, the Hingham
Naval Ammunition Depot employed
2,091 civilians and housed 1,096 military
personnel on duty. The depot was the
main munitions supply source for the
“Battle of the Atlantic” during the war.
In 1949, the Annex was put in
maintenance status with only 50
employees. In 1950, it was reactivated for
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Guided Missile Service Buildings

The ammunition depot suffered
several accidents in the 1950s. One
worker was crushed to death at the Dock
House and another odnanceman was
overcome by fumes cleaning shells and
died. At the Mine Anchor Building, a
worker received injuries when a VT fuse
exploded. Some employees (mostly
women) working at the Rocket Inhibiting
Building suffered from “TNT Heart” - a
cardiac condition caused when the protein
“troponin” is released when the heart is
under stress.
Due to budget constraints, the Navy
closed the Annex on June 30, 1962. The
federal government deactivated the Annex
in 1963 and the land was declared surplus
property.
From 1961 to 1965, American
Cyanamid Company conducted research
on rocket solid propellants for programs
such as Polaris, Nike, and ICBM.
In 1965, NASA considered making
the area into a research center but local
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governments put up a legal defense
against it because it did not generate
income as far as taxes.
In 1967, the Department of Natural
Resources purchased 2,800 acres to
convert into a public park. Further
additions from the Mass. Dept. of
Environmental Management and Mass.
Dept. of Public Works total to 3,750
acres.

The U.S. Army Reserve also stationed
the 184th Infantry Brigade at the Annex
from 1971 to 1982.
The most notable veterans that were
stationed and worked at the Hingham
Naval Ammunition Depot were Herbert
L. Foss who received the Medal of Honor
for heroism in the Spanish American War
and jazz greats John Coltrane (saxophone)
and Al Grey (slide trombone). Notable
Annex employees were Sam Amonte,
chosen as Hingham Citizen of the Year in
1986 and Park Supervisor Leo Parenti
who had a DCR environmental boat
named after him.

Leo Parenti
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