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MR. JOHNSON: …Mrs. Colleen Black, 118 East [inaudible], Saturday, May 15, 19[76] Charles Johnson, [Charles] Jackson.
MR. JACKSON: If you could tell us [inaudible].

MRS. BLACK: [Inaudible] the first time I heard of Oak Ridge [inaudible] and my folks decided [inaudible] for the war effort [inaudible] my family in one [inaudible] service [inaudible] and we weren’t do anything for the war effort [inaudible] ’44 we came to Oak Ridge. A lot of uncles who were [inaudible] in this area. Of course they didn’t [inaudible] and so we came and looked and it was, you know, like an Army camp. Kind of wild, kind of fun. Everything was open at night. It seemed like maybe I didn’t stay up all night, but the recreation was going on. The tennis courts were being built and dormitories [inaudible] just mud, but I didn’t [inaudible] and I said, no, I’d rather go back to Nashville.

MR. JOHNSON: [Inaudible].

MRS. BLACK: I was 19. I must have been 20.

MR. JOHNSON: 19.

MRS. BLACK: Around there, and I got to have my birthday when I [inaudible] 20 and [inaudible] when I went back to Nashville, but my mother had a job and she had never worked before and she worked for Ford, Bacon and Davis and she had to go out to Elza Gate in her own car [inaudible] back home and I had to give my [inaudible]. “We’re going to Oak Ridge and you’re going.” My father quit his job [inaudible]. In those days, [inaudible] a job, you know [inaudible] get another job for 60 or 90 days [inaudible], well he didn’t have a job. I had to work and Mother had to work [inaudible] back to Oak Ridge and hired in [inaudible] also got on with Ford, Bacon, and Davis, and then we couldn’t get housing because [inaudible]. So I had to live with an aunt in a trailer and my mother lived with another aunt in a trailer and we’d go out to all the little communities trying to find houses. We heard that Harriman was building a project over in Pine Hill. So Mother said, “The first house that comes up, I’m going to get that house” [inaudible]. So sure enough, it was a house on Evelyn Lane and we got that house. It was a two bedroom house. We still had an application for a trailer in Happy Valley because we worked there and wanted to live there and my father was trying to get a job there. So we went to live in Pine Hills and it was as muddy as Oak Ridge because it was more construction. The people in Harriman didn’t consider us civilians. We were project workers, but the bus would swing around and pick us up right at our door and then drop us off every afternoon. Sometimes we would get on the bus dressing and shouting out orders to the children at home, you know. What to do and who to get up for the next shift. So that went on until we finally got a double trailer in Wheat, in Happy Valley. Then, what did we do then? Well, when I hired in, I went to school at Wheat School. They had a series of training programs and I went to school there. Then from there they went to the plant and apparently the Q clearance went through right away in those days. So then when we moved into the double trailer. It was mad. There were so many people in so little space and having to go a block away to the bathroom and all the facilities. Apparently, more people had come to Oak Ridge than they had anticipated because the schools were jammed, and my little sisters and brothers were going up the street to the new Wheat School. There was a new school up there. It was so crowded and they would come home and tell us what they did. They drew. “Didn’t you learn anything?” “Oh, I learned to draw and I drew ancient Egypt,” and all the way. One day one of them said, “I drew all the way down the hall and back. And the teacher had to change the wrapping paper two or three times that day,” because she was doing so well. They checked to see if they got the mud out from under their fingernails and then when a desk got available, they’d bring them back in and tried to teach them, I guess. Then, my smallest sister was going to a nursery school and she called it a Nazi school because [inaudible] over there on that area and she’d go off to Nazi school every day and the others went to that school. One brother worked for J.A. Jones and Ford, Bacon, and Davis. My father worked for Midwest Pipe and I had a sister in high school and a couple of sisters and brothers around. One brother worked at the bowling alley down there in Happy Valley. That was in the days you had to set up your own pins and my mother was always afraid he was going to get hit in the head. Anyways, we were always getting up out of bed and we never knew who was going to be asleep. You couldn’t study because somebody was sleeping. You couldn’t leave the light on. So anyway, I got a room in the dorm in Oak Ridge, in Town Site and it was crowded. The single rooms had two beds and the double rooms had three beds. I got a single room with two beds with my cousin. There was a laundry room down the hall, and we’d wash out our undies and our hose, which were very scarce and the next morning, they would be gone. Somebody would come in and steal them right off the line. So we soon learned to let them drip on us at night. There was no drip drying. We’d wake up wet and the clothes were kind of damp, but we put them on and went to work. 
MR. JACKSON: Any difference between the people in the trailers and the people in the dorms?
MRS. BLACK: Well, they thought there were. The people in the dorms looked down their nose at the people in the trailers, as trailer trash, and the people in the trailers were always, they didn’t really belong there. We’re just here temporarily. Sometimes…

MR. JOHNSON: They were waiting for a house.

MRS. BLACK: Oh yes. Well we were just waiting for housing, but the people in the trailers, we thought it was strange. The housewives would and they would take their little equipment down to empty it in the bathhouse and always these chenille robes, you know like what they sell in Georgia, with the big peacock on the outside. They would never get dressed until noon. They were always in these old bathrobes. It was just horrible. That’s where you met the people, in the bathhouse and in the latrines. You know, we’d take our soap down to get baths and if we left the soap, it would be gone when we went back. Of course, soap was scarce. Everything was scarce. My parents were really upset with us.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you like it better here than in Harriman?

MRS. BLACK: Yes. We liked it better here because, now, I was on the evening shift, when I came here and we’d go to work and then the work bus would take us home. Maybe we would get off and go to the cafeteria and have breakfast and sing all night, or something like that. Yeah we liked it better.
MR. JACKSON: Did the lack of space in the dorm bother you?

MRS. BLACK: Yes, because it was just made for one room and we set up a cot and we just had one little bitty place down the middle. If you got a phone call, you know, they’d ring, the desk clerk would ring the bell and you’d have to run all the way down and see who it was and all the way back up. It was always running. Everybody was always in a hurry, running up and down the halls. Men were not allowed, except downstairs, but sometimes they would come up the backdoor.

MR. JACKSON: I was wondering about that. Was it a rule that was observed?

MRS. BLACK: Yes. It was observed. Onetime a GI called and he asked for a girl and she said, “What room number?” And he said, “I don’t know what room number. It’s the second room on the left if you go upstairs.” He’d already come up. She promptly bawled him out. 

MR. JOHNSON: Who were your friends? Are they the people in the dormitory or job-related people?

MRS. BLACK: Well, now of course I was fortunate I had so much family. I had an aunt who worked here and I had a cousin who shared my room with me and, you know, being from a small Southern town and all the trailer people and all the temporary people, we didn’t associate too much with them. Of course in the job, I met a GI. He was here and I married him. He’s my husband. So, most of my off hours were spent with him, or with my family. I didn’t associate too much with the other workers. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you spend, once you got here, did you spend most of your time here on the reservation, or did you go off on trips, or…?

MRS. BLACK: Not too many trips. We went to Big Ridge Park a lot, you know the GIs and the girls would get together and go to Big Ridge Park on weekends. We’d go to Knoxville occasionally to shop and we’d have to stop on Market Square and wash off our shoes so the Knoxvillians wouldn’t know we were from Oak Ridge. [Laughter] The first thing they would do was look down at your feet. Of course, we were all muddy. Were you all here during that time? 
MR. JACKSON: No.

MRS. BLACK: I know you get sick of hearing the mud stories.

MR. JOHNSON: No, that’s all right.

MRS. BLACK: You would get in a car and the whole steering wheel would be muddy and you would slide across the seat and it would be muddy and you could even taste it. [Laughter] You know, if it wasn’t muddy, it was dusty. 

MR. JOHNSON: The Knoxville people would act differently if they knew you were from Oak Ridge?
MRS. BLACK: Oh yes.

MR. JOHNSON: In what way?

MRS. BLACK: Well, we were never accepted, you know, they were just some old time Knoxville people. I can just see why. They thought we were making loads of money out here. We were taking all the things that they had. Everything was scarce and you just couldn’t buy anything. If, well, “We’d have that next week,” or maybe they would save it for the Knoxvillians. I know that to be a fact, and Harriman too. My mother would go out and get a cab in Harriman and we’d all hide because we would fill up the cab and then he’d find out we were going to Pine Hills and he’d say, “Oh, project people.” The same with going to church. We were Catholic and there was a church in Harriman and we’d have to get a cab to go to church. They didn’t want to. Of course, they didn’t like Catholics and they didn’t like project workers. So we had some, right away, two strikes. [Laughter] 
MR. JACKSON: Did you, much of your family was here. You regard Nashville as your home?

MRS. BLACK: Yes, I did. And I had other friends, and we still have friends up, you know the Stellmans. She worked where I did and she married a GI too. She’s still here. Oh, who else? You know a lot of people looking back that we meet and we knew, but we didn’t really, we didn’t drink at the time and I didn’t go to any parties. A lot of times, they would say, “Hey, we’re going to have a big party up here. Let’s go up. So and so made a run.” Or if you went to Nashville, maybe someone would ask you, well, bring back a bottle. You could bring it back in your purse and that was the only thing that wasn’t searched. Many times I would come in with a pocketbook, scared to death of the guards. They never looked. I think they knew I had something in my pocketbook, but like I said, I must have missed a lot of fun. I didn’t go to the parties. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you go back over to Nashville very often?

MRS. BLACK: Well, it was such a long trip. Yes, we did, and usually there were two buses. They ran together. We had to stand most of the time and we had to go to Kingston to get on the bus. Then one time, I thought I would take the train and the train took all day long. I was going back over to a dance, you know. I left some boyfriends back home, but it was just too hard to get back over to Nashville. 

MR. JACKSON: When you went over there, what did you tell them you were doing at Oak Ridge?

MRS. BLACK: I didn’t. They would ask, and I would say, “I don’t know. Even if I told you everything I was doing, you wouldn’t know because they don’t tell me.” 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you do clerical work for Ford, Bacon, Davis?

MRS. BLACK: No, I did leak testing. You know there was a machine and it’s no secret that’s a mass spectrometer, and it, they came by, some guys came by and filled it up with liquid nitrogen and it was a vacuum testing and they were bringing in these pipes. My father worked for Midwest Pipe and we were in the same building. It was huge, you know, and the pipes would come down and would go on the machines and our machine would take all this air out of them and then we would try to find where the leak was. We’d mark it with glyptal. We’d stick it on there with glyptal. You had to make a tight seal and then we’d mark the pipe and they would take it back and fix the leak. That’s what I did.
MR. JACKSON: But you didn’t know how this was connected with anything else.

MRS. BLACK: I had no idea what was going in the pipes. You know sometimes I wondered, “What are they doing with all these pipes?” They were great big pipes, little bitty pipes and sometimes the wallows in the pipes would leak and sometimes there were holes in the pipes. You would never know. Sometimes you would just mark them fine, you’d signal and these men would come and take the pipe back off. Then I was transferred in the conditioning building down to the basement and they never did tell me what I was doing down there. I just watched some little gauges and if something went wrong, I’d tell somebody, tell the GI. I really, I really didn’t know what I was doing. I had a little valve that I would turn on and follow something down, but I had no idea what it was.

MR. JACKSON: We asked somebody a while ago, incidentally, about what they said when asked, and there was the greatest reply I’ve ever heard. The question of, “What are you making over there?” The secretary, she replied, “A $1.75 an hour.” [Laughter]
MRS. BLACK: Right. That’s right. Well, there were so many smart answers that people would say what they were making. I’m sure you’ve heard them all. Windshield wipers for submarines is the one that came out in that play, and they all were saying Roosevelt buttons and the bottom half of horses, you know. All that smart stuff, but people did, they really weren’t interested in it. They thought it was just some kind of joke. Everything came in and nothing came out. We aren’t doing anything. It’s just a little experiment in socialized living. And they didn’t care. They knew what they were doing was for the war effort. We didn’t discuss it because we were afraid we would be turned in. I was turned in. I worked with a lot of GI’s and they all had patches and such. They would give them to me. I may have asked for them. I probably did. I sewed them all over and I had two somethings on my hip pockets and one time the security came in and he said that was disrespectful. He just reached over and yanked my hip pockets off. So, oh, I knew that we were being watched. I had seen him and I didn’t know what he was, but apparently, you know, we were just watched all the time. If someone said anything, maybe it could be reported. 
MR. JACKSON: But you, until that point, you didn’t have any sense of being watched.

MRS. BLACK: No.

MR. JOHNSON: But after that you kind of did?

MRS. BLACK: Yes, after that I wondered, you know, in the cafeteria and places. I heard a man the other day tell me that he and a man sitting on the bus way, way back on the bus and they were just speculating. You know, “This is dumb. What are we doing?” The next day he was called in because the bus driver had reported him. So they didn’t say anything. They were just kind of wondering. I guess he was just a conscientious bus driver.

MR. JACKSON: Apparently there were a rather substantial number of people who reported weekly. We didn’t know that until recently. 

MR. JOHNSON: We talked to a number of people who made weekly reports.

MRS. BLACK: Oh, is that right?

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. JOHNSON: So in fact, you were being watched. [Laughter]

MRS. BLACK: Yes, I was being watched and did you know I am still being watched. This is aside from the subject. You can turn it off if you want to. We have some friends from Russia. I work with the foreign people who come here [inaudible]. They come here and I see that they get into the schools and things like that. So they were just lovely people. They were here for six months and we had parties and things. When they went back, I corresponded just a little bit, not much. You never would say anything. So the husband came back about a year ago and he called from the Holiday Inn and he said, “Hey, I’m in town. I’d like to see you all, but I don’t have time.” He said, “How about coming over to the Holiday Inn and bring your friends.” So we got together and went over with a bottle of wine. We sat on the bed and we drank our wine and ate our cheese and we had a real nice time. A couple of days later my husband who works for ERDA [Energy Research and Development Administration] was called in and asked, you know, “Do you know so and so?” “Yeah, I know him.” “Did you go see him?” “Yes.” Blackie didn’t tell on the others because he thought, well, we didn’t say anything. He said, “And who were you with? You were with other people.” I think we were probably bugged both ways. People from Russia had something and we had something. It was really strange. Then we heard from the other two and they were questioned too. One is a [Union] Carbide man and he was questioned.

MR. JOHNSON: It started early and it stayed late. 

MRS. BLACK: It’s still with me.

MR. JACKSON: Isn’t that interesting. 

MRS. BLACK: Yeah, and I had no idea. This was when Nixon was still President and I think I did ask him, “Do you know anything about Nixon?” And he said, “Oh, yeah.” He also said they read everything in the Russian papers. I said I had just read where the Russians had a new element. I did. It was in the [Knoxville News] Sentinel. I’m not too smart, but I thought here they have a new element. He said, “Where did you hear that?” I said, “In the paper. I wished I had it. I would show it to you.” Well, and that was about all that we talked about, Nixon and that, but it must have been enough to question.

MR. JACKSON: You mentioned papers. Did you read the newspapers over here?

MR. JOHNSON: During the war?

MRS. BLACK: Well, I guess you know that the Oak Ridge Journal was free and it was distributed to everyone, and I guess I read that, but in the dorm I didn’t buy any papers. There were papers available in the library. Did somebody tell you that? There is every paper in there except for the Knoxville paper. No, I guess I didn’t read too much. I mean I had my brother in the war and if I could I would read about it. They didn’t have paper delivery in the dormitories. 
MR. JACKSON: Did you have much interest in the outside areas, that is was what went on in Knoxville, for example, a concern?

MRS. BLACK: No. Now we knew about Cas Walker and as one man said not too long ago, everyone in Oak Ridge thought he was the president or somebody really big because that’s all you read about at that time. But other than that, I didn’t care too much about it. When you work the evening shift and you just work and you get up and go back to work, or you go see your family, you know.

MR. JOHNSON: Were you working a six day week?

MRS. BLACK: Yes, six days a week. We worked on Christmas Day. We worked on Thanksgiving Day. We just worked all the time. You didn’t ask for time off. In ’45, I believe we were working seven days. Maybe women couldn’t work seven days. It was only six. You know, they had this crazy thing where people would come up and say, “How are you working?” Getting six-tens or five-eights. I didn’t know what they were talking about. Six-tens, six days, ten hours a day, or five days, eight hours a day, but anyway, I think I did six-eights, or something like that.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you happen to be in Oak Ridge the day that you got the news that the bomb went off?

MRS. BLACK: Yes. Yes, we happened to be. What happened? We came out of the plants. I didn’t hear about it in the plant, I don’t believe. I just remember we heard the news and we were so excited. I was living in the dorm and my husband, he wasn’t my husband then, came down and we all went down on the tennis courts and had a great big dance. Everybody was just real excited. I wrote something on that. 

[Break in Audio]

MR. JOHNSON: If you, you didn’t know what you were doing, but if you had known what you were doing, seeing that the war was on, would it have mattered? That’s a hard question I know.

MRS. BLACK: That is a hard question. Probably. We wanted the war to be over so badly, you know. We really did and maybe we would have. I guess we would have, but we didn’t know. You know, I wanted my brother to come home. I wanted to go back to Nashville. Of course, nothing turned out that way. My brother came home and he got killed in this country and I never went back to Nashville. You know, everything just changed. 

MR. JACKSON: The bomb business, somebody told us, we were asking about what it was like and somebody told us that one of the things that stuck in their mind, the next day I guess, people leaving, just moving out.

MRS. BLACK: They did.

MR. JACKSON: Because they found out what was being made here and they wanted to get away.

MRS. BLACK: They did and notices would come up. Stick to your job, you know. Everybody was saying, be patriotic, you know, this is just one thing. We must carry on, but everybody thought it was over. Some people found out and maybe they left because of the bomb. I don’t know. Maybe they knew it was going to be over soon and they wanted to get a head start to get back to normal in some other city.

MR. JOHNSON: Get a job before somebody else does. 

MRS. BLACK: Before the rush, but people did leave. Everybody thought it would fold anyway. They were just sure it would. 

MR. JOHNSON: That was your feeling, that the whole operation would be shut down…

MRS. BLACK: Yes. 

MR. JOHNSON: …when it was over.

MRS. BLACK: Yes, and my parents left. They went back to Nashville. I don’t know if they were terminated or not. No, I just think they left. They wanted to get out. So they took the younger children, got on the train. I got married right away and they left and went back. 

MR. JOHNSON: But you stayed on here in Oak Ridge. 

MRS. BLACK: I stayed on. We never left. Just temporarily we were here, and we’ve gone from the little bitty house, well, this is a D house. This is a war time house. Every year we would build a deck, or go out one way or down, or up, keep expanding. We stayed on.

MR. JACKSON: Did life change materially after the war was over? Or was it about the same as before?

MRS. BLACK: Things went on just about the same. Of course, little improvements. People started improving, you know, planting grass and flowers and they had been trying to do that anyway. I think life went on. 

MR. JOHNSON: You always did pretty much the same. 

MRS. BLACK: See, I wasn’t one to get involved in those days. I really wasn’t. I just went along with it. I got married and then I had babies and then I just stayed home. I wasn’t a woman liberator. I didn’t go back to work. Things just stayed the same. I guess the men maybe were so, they still didn’t talk about their jobs too much. They just, we just didn’t discuss it. But then, you know I started reading the paper and Oak Ridge started trying to become a normal town and government itself and do all that. We hoped to have a normal city and make peace time uses of the bomb. 
MR. JOHNSON: People that you lived near in the trailers, what kind of folks were they? Good neighbors?

MRS. BLACK: Yes. I’d say they were good neighbors. We didn’t know too many of them, like I said. I had so many relatives. My aunt was down. Another aunt was across. We had about three or four relatives in the trailers, and we would speak with other people, but as far as visiting, it was just among us. I know one aunt, she was just complaining. “I’m going to get stooped shoulders around here, running in and out of these trailers.” Another would, you know, we would go in the wrong trailer. The little kids wouldn’t know us, and sometimes you would look up and there would be a child in there and it was really funny. I had one aunt, she really was funny. She kept us all going because, oh, you know, right first it was so dirty and you were lonely and you missed all the things you had back in the city. We’d come from a two story stone house to this little cramped… She said, “Oh, it’s so much easier to keep house.” She’d kick the drawer closed, you know, and in just a couple sweeps down through it and it’s all clean. So she didn’t mind. Not at all, but some of us did. I think late at night, people would have trouble stumbling in. Then, some people compared it to a concentration camp. You know there were no telephones in the trailers with all these people, but there was a loud speaker system, like in the concentration camp. So they had, my mother “Report to the office. There is a telephone call.” Well, she just nearly had a stroke. She didn’t know, but she went up to the office and there was, she had asked the Red Cross to track my brother. We hadn’t heard from him in a long time, and in the meantime, she had gotten a letter and she didn’t think a thing about it. So she went up to the office and she heard that he was okay. Then another time we got a phone call and a grandmother had died in Nashville and we all had to get up in the middle of the night and go down, but in the night, some messenger would come knock on your door and give you the message. The kids that had paper routes. Oh, they were just making more money than I was making in the plant because the trailers were so close together. 

MR. JACKSON: I hadn’t thought of the paper route. 

MRS. BLACK: It was great for them.

MR. JACKSON: Do you remember, do you know anything about the conditions under which Blacks lived in the war period? 

MRS. BLACK: They lived in hutments. It was bad. It really was bad. They lived in hutments out in the Jones Camp where we had the trailers and then there were hutments, and the hutments just had windows, wooden windows that would just prop up. Then I’m not sure, but I think they had a private trailer camp in Gamble Valley. They have always lived in Gamble Valley, or Scarboro, as they call it now. In the early days, the single blacks I think they lived about four to the hut, and most of them just lived in hutments. As some of the men construction workers lived in huts too. It was about the same. I believe the Blacks had a fence around them, but I’m not sure.
MR. JACKSON: I think that’s correct. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MRS. BLACK: A pretty high fence, yeah. They were watched more carefully.

MR. JOHNSON: Were there ever rumors of trouble between blacks and whites during the war?

MRS. BLACK: No, there was a little joke, you know, you’d say, “Oh, these Blacks are picking on each other with ice picks.” [Laughter] So, I don’t know. We didn’t have too much to do with the Blacks. We didn’t have any that worked with us. There were no leak test operators. They were usually, you know, the maintenance, but I can’t remember any trouble.
MR. JACKSON: Do you recall any labor troubles, or anything like that?

MR. JOHNSON: Strikes?

MRS. BLACK: I don’t remember. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the feeling, you were dating a soldier, did you get the feeling there were an awful lot of soldiers around, or was this essentially a civilian kind of community?

MRS. BLACK: No, there were a lot of soldiers around. There really were. They had their own area and they had huts, but with glass windows in them. At the very first, they had maid service until they put them out because the GIs would be sleeping all around the clock and the maids would come in to make up the bed with somebody in it. So they said, “Forget that.” No, the GIs were very nice. In fact, some of the girls would say, “I only date GIs. I wouldn’t date civilians,” those that were here. [Inaudible] But the GIs of course worked side by side with the scientists. Sometimes they were telling them what to do, but they were getting $50 a month, or whatever small allotment they got. They got a food allotment too. I know when we went through the cafeterias the serving girls would always give the GIs more. They’d have to pay for it, but they would get bigger helpings and an extra piece of bread or something. 

MR. JACKSON: What do you think, would you say that, how close was this to an Army camp? That’s what I’m trying to ask, badly.

MRS. BLACK: The Army ran everything, yes, the Army ran everything. It looked like an Army camp. All the trailers were Army colored. Of course, General Groves, I never met him, you know there were rumors that he was in and out. I guess you heard Dr. Preston say he was in and out of the Oak Ridge Hospital. That’s where he went to rest, in the maternity ward. 

MR. JACKSON: No, we haven’t talked to him yet. 

MR. JOHNSON: I heard that.

MRS. BLACK: Well, anyway, he was. I know a girl who worked there and that’s what she said. He was in and out. It did seem like an Army place. The housing was owned by the Army. You just couldn’t get housing. You couldn’t do anything. My cousin and I one time just went off on a picnic. We were tired of the cafeteria. It all taste the same. We just took a loaf of bread and some bologna and just decided to go off on one of the mountains and eat. A GI in a jeep followed us and hauled us back into town and we were not allowed to do that. So we, we didn’t like the MPs they were always after us, or watching us, you know, or searching us. 

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall when the fences came down, or the gate came down. This is what? ’49.

MRS. BLACK:’49. 

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall your reaction to that?

MRS. BLACK: Yeah. We lost our security blanket. We thought we would have to lock all the doors and I think a lot of times people did, and maybe they still do. Then we had a whole lot of door-to-door salesmen, magazine salesmen, and all these. It changed, but not as much as we thought it would.

MR. JACKSON: Did you have that kind of sense of security during the war period, or was that something that you only became aware of when the question of the gates came along?

MRS. BLACK: We did. I did. I know we had that real feeling of security because we didn’t think there were any bad people, not in Oak Ridge. Of course, everyone here we thought they had to be good. They had a clearance. I know, see, right at first we would get free rides. When I got out of the plant at night, there was a station wagon there to pick me up and take me to the trailer, free of charge. Of course later I rode the bus to the dormitory. It was a dime. If I was standing in the street to go somewhere, one of the officers would stop and he would say, “I’ll get you a ride,” and he would get you a ride. You didn’t care about getting in with a stranger and ride on. They were probably just as mean as I was, but you know, you just had that feeling that everybody was friendly and good. There was no crime in the streets that we knew of. If there was it wasn’t reported. I didn’t read about it. 

MR. JACKSON: You don’t have any recollection of any kind of crime at all.

MRS. BLACK: I don’t.

MR. JACKSON: Any juvenile delinquency kind of things?

MRS. BLACK: No, I really don’t. That didn’t come until later.
MR. JACKSON: That’s interesting just the sense of security that people had. A number of people have indicated, with their children, they said…

MRS. BLACK: They let them play. It was secure. 

MR. JACKSON: Were there, was there a sense, or how strong, I suppose, was the sense of social difference would you find, say, between the people in the dorms or in say flattops or victory cottages, those in this area. 

MRS. BLACK:  Well, you know right at first there was no difference. You had plumbers and electricians, you had Ph.D.’s and everywhere you could get housing, you had them. Of course the Army had the better houses, but not the lower Army. The GIs were not allowed to have any housing. So a friend of ours, we did have some friends, they let us have a trailer. He was a [inaudible] John Davidson, who I worked for, and he said, “Hey, there is no point in you leaving the area. I can get you a trailer.” So he got us a trailer up there on Badger Avenue where the Recording for the Blind is. We lived up there about a month. It was so cold and horrible. It was the worst winter we ever had. It was terrible, but anyway, we did have a trailer. GIs were then allowed to live in victory cottages. Other GIs lived there, but next door was a worker, and then across the way was a fine gentleman who just couldn’t get any other housing. So it was all mixed up. Then gradually, it got to be, well, the people in the flattops, they couldn’t get anything else, and the people here couldn’t get anything else. There is a class…

MR. JACKSON: Somehow it solidified after a time.

MRS. BLACK: I think so, but I think right at first there was no distinction. We had good people in trailers too, but I just didn’t know them.

MR. JOHNSON: We heard from somebody and got some reports that there were a fair number of fires in the trailers, that things would catch fire and burn in kind of a hurry.

MRS. BLACK: Is that right? You know I didn’t know that.

MR. JOHNSON: You didn’t have any…

MRS. BLACK: But I do remember hearing something about, this must have been later, when the fire department rigged up some kind of special fire engine and they said they would not go and take it to the trailers. Have you talked to the fire chief here?
MR. JACKSON: I have.

MRS. BLACK: He’s a nice guy.

MR. JACKSON: Yeah, he was a very interesting interview. Now this thing you mentioned about the fire truck wouldn’t go…

MRS. BLACK: It said it would cover all of Oak Ridge. It had a boat rigged up on it, maybe he knows more about it, and let me see if I have something on that. He… But said it wouldn’t make trailer calls. These are some things that I did for the paper that didn’t get in. Let me see. [Papers Shuffling] 

MR. JACKSON: Oh, I was just curious. 

MRS. BLACK: Did you all hear the story about the bottles? Now this was in ’46 though, about the beer that the Army bought from the Navy. 

MR. JACKSON: No, “Grave diggers were crying in their beer, December 1946, they had buried 480,000 bottles of beer near Gamble Valley. The beer bought by the Army for Navy surplus distribution in Oak Ridge was declared unfit for human consumption. GI inspection revealed that the beer had vinegarized and obtained sediment and would not foam. The beer was buried in a 250 foot grave run over by bulldozers and mourned by beer lovers all over Oak Ridge.”

MRS. BLACK: See you could get beer. The GIs had a PX and they could get beer, but you couldn’t take it off the area. I don’t know about bringing beer into the area. Like I said…

MR. JOHNSON: Could you get beer at the recreation centers or… I seem to remember reading about beer at the West End recreation hall.

MRS. BLACK: Probably and it was a low percent, what is it two, three?

MR. JACKSON: Two.

MRS. BLACK: Something anyways.

MR. JACKSON: How about alcohol? You couldn’t get it here, but…

MRS. BLACK: Oakdale was the place you could get it. That place is still there. It’s all run down and it just looks horrible, but the building is still standing. People who had money and a car and time could go to Oakdale and bring it back, smuggle it in somehow. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you go to the movies a lot? I was wondering what you did for entertainment.
MRS. BLACK: Yes. Movies and recreation halls. We had a lot of recreation halls, three or four recreation halls. The Grove, the Ridge, and Jefferson. We’d go to dances, and again, you know, you wouldn’t think of going and dancing with anybody, but under this shelter-like security, you’d go and somebody would ask you to dance, you’d dance. It was sort of like a USO thing. Of course there were lots of GIs but there were also some civilians, but girls would go alone to these. Now I never would because I had my boyfriend, I had a soldier with me and it was a nice place to go and they wouldn’t allow bobby socks. Now they don’t allow, you must wear a shirt. Then you had to wear hose. They’d have great big dances, formal dances and we would go and wear these long dresses and the mud would just be all around them caked. It was nothing just to get on a bus, where in Nashville, I wouldn’t have dared to get on a bus in a formal, you know, you just wouldn’t do that at the time, but here you could get on a bus, or walk, or wear boots and take them off at the dance, then carry them home. 
MR. JACKSON: You glad you had the time here?
MRS. BLACK: Yes. I enjoyed the time. Wouldn’t have it any other way.

MR. JACKSON: What do you think was the best thing about being here?

MRS. BLACK: I don’t know. Well, I don’t know. We felt like we were doing something, really, for the effort. Then we heard that the bomb, you know, heard what it was, how horrible and destructive, then in a sense we were glad that the war was over and we thought we had done our part. We made lots of friends and we just enjoyed being a part of it. 

MR. JACKSON: What would you say would be the biggest irritant being here?

MRS. BLACK: I don’t know. There were shortages, but it was nice to have something to complain about. You know you couldn’t have a party, well we couldn’t get any meat. We can’t get any booze. We can’t get anything. Just being together. 

MR. JACKSON: Some people we’ve asked that and uniformly would say the laundry, which must have been the world’s worst laundry. 

MRS. BLACK: Yes. Some man called it the shredder. [laughter] he said he knew that when he sent his stuff to the laundry, it was going to come back shredded, no buttons, and you maybe wouldn’t get it back, maybe wouldn’t get it back for a week or so, but in the dorm I washed my own clothes because I couldn’t wait for the laundry. I didn’t have enough clothes and sometimes the married couples would have stolen all the stuff from the dorms. You couldn’t buy sheets, so when you got married you took the sheets with you and the bed spreads and everything you could get, because we rationalized that we would be living here anyway and they would want us to have them since we couldn’t buy them. They had the company printed on the sheet and we thought, well, if we take it to the laundry, they would confiscate it. So I had to wash it at home. So I would wash it and then hang it up on the line. I would have to stand out in the mud, in my husband’s GI shoes to hang up stuff. It would take two of us to squeeze the sheets dry, but that’s how most people got their sheets. 
MR. JACKSON: Now, let’s see, you got married when?

MRS. BLACK: In ’45.

MR. JACKSON: In ’45. Did you then move into a house?

MRS. BLACK: First, we moved into a trailer and then we moved into the victory cottage, yes. 

MR. JOHNSON: Victory cottage seemed like a real step up from the trailer?

MRS. BLACK: Yes. Oh, it did, but the walls were real thin and you could hear the people across on the other side and I guess as the fireman told you, the young brides moving into all these victory cottages and flattops, they didn’t know how to cook. [Inaudible] I know when a new bride moved in, we’d have a fire right away. [Laughter] You know it was true. I’d start the stove and the whole thing would just smoke. It was horrible. It was an oil stove.

MR. JACKSON: Oil stove.

MRS. BLACK: We started a fire. Fortunately we didn’t burn down the house. 
MR. JACKSON: Primarily with the stove.

MR. JOHNSON: The victory cottage had an electric refrigerator, an ice box?

MRS. BLACK: It had an electric refrigerator.

MR. JOHNSON: You had an ice box in the trailer though probably.

MRS. BLACK: You know, that’s why we moved out. We couldn’t, I didn’t have a stove in the trailer. I didn’t have anything. In the double trailer, let me see. I believe we had a refrigerator. I believe so.

MR. JACKSON: Would you say that there was a strong sense of community in Oak Ridge, or would you say that there were a collection of communities in Oak Ridge?

MRS. BLACK: Well, I think it was a strong community except, now way back, you’d have to count that Happy Valley was just a community all itself, and like Jacqueline Henson told me, she discovered it. She didn’t know it was there. A lot of people didn’t even know that they had this construction camp and she was out riding and just happened by it. That’s when she started the rolling library. And she took the library books out to the people out there and I think that’s the way a lot of the people considered, the poor people were in the trailers, you know, the lower class. I don’t know, I think in the town of Oak Ridge, there was a community spirit, except maybe for Scarboro. I think it was.
MR. JACKSON: We’ve had several people…

MRS. BLACK: Different opinions.

MR. JACKSON: Well, to speculate what they were suggesting was that people interacted, either, say, with the area in which they lived, or the school teachers ran around with school teachers, and that you really got kind of a collection of sub groups rather than a great sense of unity in the city as a whole.

MRS. BLACK: It could be because, you know, sometimes when I do my show, everybody will come up and say exactly that’s the way it was. I was talking about the telephones being scarce and babysitters, but now Waldo Cohn had an entirely different opinion. He was a scientist and he said, “Well, the workers,” he said, “The workers,” [laughter] you know, the intellectuals they didn’t mind this. We had what we wanted to. But the workers. I said I’d better think about this, but then I have talked with some of the intellectuals and I considered my husband an intellectual, but people must have had different views on it.

MR. JACKSON: We just, people have said different things. We were just sort of curious.

MRS. BLACK: Well, it’s like the phones. I said there were no private phones, blanket, no private phones. Well, this Mr. Gleason came up to me last time and he said, “That’s right, there were just no private phones and you know when I got one, I was so scared. I didn’t know how I got it and I didn’t know what to do with it. I kept it under a box at home.” He said, “One day somebody was there and the box rang.” [Laughter] you know, but he didn’t want to turn it in if he wasn’t really supposed to have it, but he didn’t consider himself high enough to have that box.

MR. JACKSON: Who was it that told us about being in the trailer and had a phone somehow but because of the job? What she was very unhappy about was not only did people use it, come and borrow it, but they would call there and she would have to run down the road there. 

MRS. BLACK: That’s right. 

MR. JACKSON: And pull people in. What did you think of the operation of Oak Ridge? I’m thinking about, say Roane Anderson Company who you had to deal with if there was anything you needed done.

MRS. BLACK: It was marvelous. You know, if we blew a fuse we just called them and had they come out and fix the fuse. No matter what went wrong, they would come out and do it. Maybe they would send two or three out. It probably wasn’t very efficient. They probably had too many people, but they got things done. 

MR. JACKSON: In general, did you feel they did a pretty good job? 

MRS. BLACK: I think they did. 

MR. JACKSON: What, would you say that, I was wondering if you could make some statement about say, day-to-day life in the community, whether it was Roane Anderson or the Army.

MRS. BLACK: I don’t know. I guess the Army pulled out, you know, fairly early. I’d have to look back and see, and then Roane Anderson…

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MRS. BLACK: They had it for a while. But I considered it an Army town, primarily, you know, at the beginning. I think everyone did. Except in the camp, down at J.A. Jones. J.A. Jones ran everything. I say if any drinking came up, “I’m going to tell J.A. Jones. I’m going to report you to J.A. Jones.” 
MR. JACKSON: What was your husband doing here?

MRS. BLACK: He was in the Army. He was an engineer and he had graduated from Michigan State and I think he tried to get in the Navy, but he couldn’t because of [inaudible] or something. So they took him and put him in the Special Engineering Detachment. They sent him to New York and he was teaching there, and then they sent him to Iowa and didn’t know what to do with him, and were getting ready to send a whole group of them overseas when this came up. He said the first thing he knew he was in Knoxville, Tennessee, marching down from the train station and going to the S&W cafeteria and he couldn’t believe the girls. They were all dressed up. “Well, honey, what do y’all want?” and “Thanky, y’all come back.” He couldn’t believe the language. He couldn’t believe the friendliness, the slow talk, he was from Michigan and fast and had been in New York that time. So he came down and lived in a hut with a couple of GIs. Like I said, one of them is still our friend today. He lives down here on New York Avenue. He worked shift work. He worked when they told him to. Being an engineer, I don’t know exactly. He was my boss, I know that. He had a group of girls that worked for him.

MR. JACKSON: Do you know whether he knew what was happening, or had any idea what was going on?
MRS. BLACK: Yes. I think he did because later, much later, he told me he had a [inaudible] and he went to Washington D.C. and he had remembered reading something in Life Magazine and he went to the Library of Congress and he was looking up something and what do you have to do there? You have to write on the card what you want and it’s all too big a deal for me, but anyway, he wrote it and they disappeared, and then he saw them scurrying and he left. He didn’t stay to find out. He thought they were checking on him, but I don’t, did you all read that article on Henson that I wrote? I’m sure you didn’t but I thought maybe you’d heard something about this girl at the library, where that was the most popular book in the library. It was an encyclopedia.
MR. JOHNSON: The last part of it with the U.

MRS. BLACK: With the U in it and she couldn’t understand it, but at the time the bomb was dropped, she went in, rushed to it, and she couldn’t read it because of all these finger prints where they read. And so she sent off and had a mimeograph copy made and stuck it back in the book. So people did know because they would come in and read it and I think the GIs especially knew, but they didn’t talk to each other about it. Maybe they didn’t know we were making a bomb, but they knew that we were doing something along that line.

MR. JOHNSON: It had to be something pretty important for that kind of a financial and personal commitment.

MRS. BLACK: And whatever, they knew they could piece the pieces together where here I was doing this one thing and he had more opportunity to see the whole thing. I think he knew.

MR. JOHNSON: I think the general feeling was too that, you mentioned the whole thing was kind of shut down when the war was over and I’ve heard a number of people say this, but I’ve always been a little puzzled by here were these enormous plants and K-25 the biggest plant in the world at the time, and it would be generally assumed that of course it was all going to go away, just going to pack up and move, this whole enormous commitment…

MRS. BLACK: The trailers, you knew there were a whole lot of people in the trailers and you knew they wouldn’t want to live there the rest of their lives, and the flattops. They had a life of what, five years and you didn’t think they could last any longer than that and it was a temporary, everything looked temporary, the town, except the plants. Most of the people didn’t get out to look at the plants. Now I did because I worked there, but later being a housewife, you know, you didn’t know and maybe they didn’t even look as permanent as plants up north anyway. You would do anything for the war, I guess, because over in Nashville, there was a big thing at World War I and it closed down afterward. What did they call it? A powder plant, I remember when the powder plant was here, and things just stopped after that.

MR. JACKSON: I wonder when you decided Oak Ridge was home.

MRS. BLACK: I don’t know. We still haven’t decided. [laughter] 

MR. JOHNSON: Well, the Cohns still sort of feel that way.

MRS. BLACK: I guess we had the children and the schools were good, the hospital was close. We did go out and look at other places and we just never have wanted to go anywhere. My folks retired and came back to Oak Ridge.

MR. JACKSON: Oh, they came back.

MRS. BLACK: They are here. I tried to get Mother to come over. She might remember somethings that I wouldn’t. She’s had a stroke and she remembers everything very well, she can’t get around too well. She’s always gone when I want her.

MR. JACKSON: What’s your strongest recollection of that period? Any particular thing stand out? 

MRS. BLACK: Well, I guess the first, the very first day going through and getting my badge and then the training in the school and impressing on you that this was a secret, not to tell anything. You know, just thinking back, just days at the plant pop into your mind, just the daily work. Then the dormitory life. I can’t think of anything really outstanding. 
MR. JACKSON: Anything you want to say about Oak Ridge that you haven’t?

MRS. BLACK: I’ve probably said nothing.

MR. JACKSON: No, this has been very, very interesting. 

MRS. BLACK: Well, let’s see. Some woman in Clinton told me and I’m sure this is true that she had, when it first started, she had a little plot of land and it had a garage on it. The children would play there and everyday somebody would come and knock on the door, you know and want to rent the garage. She said, “No, my children play here and that’s my garage.” Finally, she broke down and she rented to a man. She said, “Ok, I’ll put a bed and you can sleep there just until you get a place to stay.” Then somebody came and saw they had a bed there and she said she ended up renting it again. She rented it for the mornings and the day shift and for the night shift. She said she had to do it because people just begged. It was that crowded. You just can’t believe how jammed it was. There were lines always forming and it was really crowded and we didn’t have cars so think how…

MR. JOHNSON: You can see why the people in Clinton, maybe even Knoxville, were a little resentful of the whole business. 

MRS. BLACK: We went to Harriman and asked how to get to Oak Ridge and they wouldn’t tell us. Nobody knew, and whether they really didn’t know or whether they resented… There were no signs. In fact, it’s just been recently that we’ve had signs pointing to Oak Ridge. You just couldn’t find out. If you didn’t know, you didn’t get here. 

MR. JACKSON: You talked about the crowds and the lines and things of that sort, did that ease any after the war? Do you recall?

MRS. BLACK: I think it did because, yeah, it eased up because people left. For a while our population went down. There were lines to get ice cream and we only got one flavor in Oak Ridge at the beginning and that was vanilla. You just would line up to get vanilla ice cream. If you wanted chocolate, if you knew a GI, he could go to the PX and get chocolate and the line wasn’t so long there if he could get in, but everything that you had to do, you had to stand in line. 

MR. JACKSON: Do you have the sense, you talked two or three times about the Army and soldiers, did you have the sense that they were, their treatment was better than, say, the average worker?

MRS. BLACK: It probably was. I think so. I think they respected the Army. 

MR. JOHNSON: But the officers, say, maybe got houses. 

MRS. BLACK: Yes, now I think the officers, my husband was a Sergeant. He wasn’t an officer. I don’t know we didn’t associate with the officers. I guess I associated with the plumbers, the steam fitters and the Army. The plumbers are a pretty good group, I’ll tell you. That’s what my family is and after they left here, well, one of them back, well, two of them went back and formed their own companies in Nashville. One of them is Rocon Water Heater, and the other is Reynolds something or other.

MR. JOHNSON: Most of the plumbers and pipe fitters and things like that were union here, or non-union, or…

MRS. BLACK: You know, I don’t know. They must have been union because it seemed like my father had a hard time getting into the union because he was a postal worker and, you know, it was difficult, whatever you had to do to get in. 

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall was there any interest in local politics, that is Anderson County?

MRS. BLACK: You know, I don’t recall because I wasn’t interested. Now my husband, the intellectual, he probably was interested in it. I don’t know.

MR. JACKSON: Did you vote? Do you remember if you voted over here?

MRS. BLACK: No, I don’t remember.

MR. JACKSON: Even say presidential elections. 

MRS. BLACK: I don’t recall. Isn’t that strange? I don’t remember.

MR. JACKSON: I think, no, it’s not strange. Most people don’t.

MRS. BLACK: I mean I vote now, but since I married and done all this, but in those days, I didn’t. I wasn’t really interested. Cas Walker was the main spokesman, chopping up bologna on the courthouse steps they would always say. And you know when you turned on the radio you would always hear him. We didn’t have TV. We would hear his voice and his picture was in the newspaper. Could I get you all a coke, or a cup of tea, or something?
[End of Interview]
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