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MR. JOHNSON: [Ken] Preston, 124 Nebraska Avenue, Oak Ridge, June 26, 1976, [Charles] Johnson and [Charles] Jackson.
MR. JACKSON: I suppose as good a place to begin as any is to tell us when and how you got here. 

MR. PRESTON: Well, my father came here and started out in ’42, when Oak Ridge first started. He lived in Knoxville until the first dormitory was built. We moved here in January ’44 from Chattanooga. He was with Stone and Webster at the time. 

MR. JACKSON: He was in construction.

MR. PRESTON: Yeah. In fact, my wife says you ought to talk to him too. He doesn’t live here. He lives in Atlanta. I don’t know how far y’all are going on this.

MR. JACKSON: Atlanta is not out of the question.

MR. JOHNSON: No. If he lives down close by there. 
MR. PRESTON: Well, in fact, Mother and Dad may be up here in a couple of weeks, because they are talking about it. But he was here before Oak Ridge really was started. He helped clear the land and everything. 

MR. JOHNSON: Would they be coming up for a visit of more than just a day or two?

MR. PRESTON: I hope they do.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, maybe. I’d appreciate it if you could give us a call. 

MR. PRESTON: I’ll ask him if he’s interested. I don’t know.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. If he’d be willing to sit down and talk with us for maybe an hour or so. 
MR. PRESTON: I’m sure he would. 

MR. JACKSON: Sure. Make it so it fits his schedule. 

MR. JOHNSON: Or is it flexible enough so we could work it in.

MR. PRESTON: He was in charge of building all of Town Site and shopping centers and schools in Oak Ridge when they first started.

MR. JACKSON: Oh. 

MR. PRESTON: He wasn’t in the plant area until after, well, later on. 
MR. JOHNSON: Well, our major interest is the town itself rather than the plants.

MR. PRESTON: That really ties in better. 
MR. JOHNSON: We’ll leave you our phone number or something if you want to get in touch with us.

MR. PRESTON: Ok.

MR. JACKSON: So your mother and you stayed on in Chattanooga until ’44.

MR. PRESTON: Yeah. I also have two brothers and two sisters also. There were five children. He commuted back and forth on weekends until our housing was ready. We moved in January of ’44. Quite a few people moved before that, but school didn’t start until October of that year, I don’t think. October ’43. I started in January ’44. 

MR. JACKSON: What kind of housing were you in?

MR. PRESTON: We had an F house on Plymouth Circle with a big family like we had, he had a decent job so he could get the size house he wanted. A lot of nice neighbors, good friends that still live here.

MR. JACKSON: Let’s see. You were about what grade at that time?

MR. PRESTON: Sophomore.

MR. JACKSON: Sophomore.

MR. PRESTON: Sophomore in high school. There was about 76 students, if I remember right, at the high school. 

MR. JACKSON: You remember the first impressions of Oak Ridge?

MR. PRESTON: Yeah. Let’s see. We came, I think I came up sometime around Thanksgiving ’43, with Mother and Dad for the weekend, just during the day to look at the housing and so on. We left the kids in Chattanooga with friends. They, you realize it was Army barracks type things, a lot of mud and everything. I really wasn’t too impressed with it. We arrived in Oak Ridge that first night to move in, it was on a Saturday and it was raining, which didn’t help a bit. I remember we came in through, I guess it was the Oliver Springs gate, top of Illinois Avenue, went down and had dinner at the old Central Cafeteria. I guess that was really my first impression, was of the long lines and multitudes of people that first night and with all my brothers and sisters and everything. We had gone by the house to see if the truck had gotten there with the furniture yet, and it hadn’t. [Inaudible] [Laughter] So we ended up staying at the Guest House that night. The truck got there sometime in the night and we moved in Sunday. Monday, I guess, I started school. I guess my first impressions, let’s see, also the night I arrived was the night that the Ridge Rec Hall opened up. That was an interesting time. I went by and there was a big dance going on up there. I asked Dad what it was and it was a recreation hall. I guess my first impression of school was, well, they tried to mix people who were from the same town, or same general area because everybody was coming in. They introduced me to a boy from Chattanooga who had been up there, I guess, a couple months longer than I had. We happened to have some mutual friends. I didn’t know him, just that he was from [inaudible] and we had a friend through my father who lived there. 
MR. JOHNSON: Was your feeling about going to school here originally a kind of positive one, were you…?

MR. PRESTON: I had been looking forward to it. I lived in Chattanooga and I went to Central High School which I didn’t like at all. It was old and big. I didn’t think at the time, very friendly. So really I had been looking forward to coming to Oak Ridge. In fact, we had hoped to come up here at Thanksgiving. That’s why we were looking at housing, but the house they were looking at Mother didn’t like, or something. I don’t know what the reason was really. We decided to wait on the house further on out. So that’s what happened. My impressions of school were that, as I said, everyone was mixed in from everywhere all over the country and every day I felt like was a lot more friendly. We met a lot of new people every day. You know, two, three, four, five would come in seemed like every day, new students, all the way up to the end of school in May or June. The teachers also were new, coming in from all over. They were all fairly, most of them were young. Most of them now retired, but a few of them weren’t much older than I was. You know, fresh out of college, 20, 22 years old. We were 16, 17, you know. So we had a few that went on in the service, too, while we were there. I guess the biggest thing I think about Oak Ridge in those days were, there were an awful lot of good friendships made, and lasting friendships. People were scattered from all over the country, came in here and made friends, then when the war was over, a lot of them, you know, left again. I felt like I made some real good friends during that period. Teachers and students. I still try to keep in touch with a lot of them.
MR. JACKSON: Do you think that, really in a sense, you started to answer this, how different was your life in Oak Ridge from what it had been in Chattanooga? That is did moving to this city make an appreciable difference in your day to day life?

MR. PRESTON: No, it didn’t. It did for a lot of kids that came to Oak Ridge, but my dad was in construction and we moved all the time. I live in Chattanooga, Sweetwater, Nashville, as far as Tennessee is concerned, all over the Midwest, the North before that. I moved to Tennessee when I was six years old. I lived in 13 states and 18 cities before that. So you can see that we kind of moved around a little bit. No, it didn’t bother me. In fact, I always enjoyed, I guess even the first time we moved there, I remember it didn’t bother me too much. [Inaudible] when I was in school [inaudible] and making new friends. I think a lot of kids probably were upset. There were problem children even then, you know. There were a lot of Army kids going to school here at the time. As far as me, personally, I enjoyed it, from the first day I came here, really. 
MR. JACKSON: Things like recreation and use of leisure time, you continued to do pretty much the same kinds of things.

MR. PRESTON: No, I ended up getting a job pretty fast.

MR. JACKSON: Oh, did you?

MR. PRESTON: Yeah. I think, let’s see. I guess I’d gotten, the first job I had was at the Pine Valley Drug Store near New York Avenue. It was the first soda fountain in Oak Ridge. In fact, I’ve got a few notes here. I’ve been thinking about this ever since y’all’s secretary called me. That was pure work, I tell you. The only soda fountain in town where there wasn’t too much to do really. There were a few beer halls and the Army barracks and so on. That thing stayed five deep the whole time I was there. 
MR. JOHNSON: You were hustling.

MR. PRESTON: We were hustling. There were, I think, probably three kids working the fountain and we had one boy that couldn’t handle the fountain too well, but he did alright with the money. So we let him handle the cash register and there was a regular drugstore, but that was, it was work and it was fun too.  Didn’t give you time to think too much about it. 

MR. JACKSON: You had not worked in Chattanooga?

MR. PRESTON: I worked for a soda jerk in [inaudible] in Chattanooga. So I pretty well knew what I was doing. It wasn’t that I was familiar with it, but like I said, I was 16, I guess. I had worked in Chattanooga in a place down there. 

MR. JACKSON: How many hours were you working? Do you have any idea about an average?

MR. PRESTON: It was probably after school and on Saturdays and Sundays. I guess I probably put in five hours in the afternoon and all they would give me on the weekends, probably. There is a fellow still in town, he’s still active, still works, but he was at that drugstore if you want to talk to him. I don’t know if you would be interested or not. He’s been here for, say, as long as we have, Lou Overstreet. He wasn’t, he may have been in the partnership with some fellows that owned the store. I’m not sure, I think he was. But you can reach him, well, there is a whiskey store down next to the Snow White [Drive-in], just to the east of there that he’s the manager of. He might be interesting to talk to. He’s been here a long time. He knew a little bit about the commercial side of it. 
MR. JACKSON: Yeah, that would be worth…

MR. JOHNSON: We’ve talked to a couple. We’ve talked to Nash Copeland, and a couple of those folks.

MR. PRESTON: Yeah, see his family was here before Oak Ridge was. 

MR. JOHNSON: Ok.

MR. PRESTON: I’ve read articles in the paper and so on [inaudible] this past year or so. Then the following Christmas, I went to work for, I guess my first Christmas, I went to work for the post office. That was work too.

MR. JACKSON: Yeah, I bet it was. 

MR. PRESTON: There were, everybody that was coming into town and everybody was new. All the mail was going out and all the mail was coming in. It was just mayhem. I guess this town had more mail per capita of any town in the U.S. as far as during that period.
MR. JACKSON: That’s probably right, I guess.

MR. PRESTON: Everybody had friends that were just recently moved here. There were a lot of Christmas packages coming in and then sending them back home too. So there was a lot of work.

MR. JACKSON: Do you remember anything peculiar or odd about the post office?

MR. PRESTON: Yeah. As I said, I guess, you’ve talked to Carl Hagaman, haven’t you? He worked down there. Himself and I can’t think who else that would still be around. 

MR. JACKSON: We talked to…

MR. JOHNSON: [Inaudible].

MR. JACKSON: Yeah, he was a retired principal at the high school. 

MR. PRESTON: Oh, [Tom] Dunigan. 

MR. JOHNSON: Dunigan, yeah.

MR. PRESTON: In fact, he was there after I was. He left after I left. He didn’t, I don’t think he started until ’48 or something. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah. It was later. 

MR. JOHNSON: His wife worked at the post office. 

MR. PRESTON: Oh, she did? You learn something new all the time. I guess the biggest thing was there was so much mail coming in and going out that it was just piling up. They just couldn’t handle it that fast. 
MR. JOHNSON: It was all general delivery? 

MR. PRESTON: No, it was rural. 

MR. JOHNSON: You were carrying?

MR. PRESTON: We were carrying. As a matter of fact, I came in there and carried for a week or two and the fellow I was working with he’d stay in there and case the mail out. He was just slow. So I got to where I was helping him, and got to where I was going faster than he was. 

MR. JOHNSON: Throw your case exam.
MR. PRESTON: Finally the assistant postmaster, superintendent of mails wanted to know if I could do the casing and let the fellow who was in charge of the route, go out on the route. I said, “Sure, I’ll stay here and case. I don’t care.” So I ended up casing. I know we had, when I took over that route, as far as casing was concerned, there were four big [inaudible] boxes, about, you know what they are like, crammed full of mail, every one of them, just packed full and all these pigeon holes were sorted with incoming mail, were all full. The top of this case was full. He just couldn’t keep up, you know, just flat couldn’t do it. We ended up staying there, until 2 o’clock in the morning, casing. I came in the next morning and cased all day and into the night. He put extra guys on the route to help get the mail out to the people, but the whole post office was like that, just piled deep in mail. You just couldn’t get it out fast enough. Everybody, you know, you’d try to cover a route, three times a day about with kids we had working, and so on, plus the regular carrier. Then all the parcels were coming in by truck and that was a lot of work too. But that’s the biggest thing I remember as far as the post office was concerned, just…
MR. JOHNSON: The incredible volume.

MR. PRESTON: The volume of mail that was there. They ended up, I got to work after school from then on out until the summer. I came in at 3 o’clock and carry half of a route and then tossed parcels, then sack mail out until 7 o’clock. I thought that was, there was plenty of work to be done here if you wanted it. You could say that was, Carl worked there [inaudible].

MR. JACKSON: Other than the volume of the mail you don’t recall any other particular things?

MR. PRESTON: No. You just had, well, all the mail trucks were just Army pick-ups. There weren’t any mail trucks like you see now. They were just Army pick-up trucks which carry all types of things. They used those to take care of the mail and go out and take out and leave the mail at various places. In fact, I don’t think there were any drop boxes. I think we had to leave the mail on porches, kind of like the newspapers do, you know with kids now. If I remember right, I think that was pretty much the case. There weren’t enough outlying boxes around town to put the mail up so it would be safe for when the mailman came around. So we would set the mail on the front porches or something until the mailman came around to carry on his route. I think that Mr. Mack is still in town, the superintendent of mails. 

MR. JOHNSON: M-A-C-K?

MR. PRESTON: No, McReynolds. 
MR. JACKSON: McReynolds.

MR. PRESTON: [Inaudible] or something like that. Let me get a phone book. He’s retired. 

[Break in Audio]

MR. PRESTON: Your secretary said you talked to Peg Marr. 
MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. PRESTON: She was one of my favorites, I’ll tell you.

MR. JACKSON: She was nice. 

MR. PRESTON: I’m sure she was. 

MR. JACKSON: As a matter of fact, we talked to Mrs. Sheridon.

MR. PRESTON: Right across the street. I guess she can give you…

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. PRESTON: I didn’t really know her until we moved in over here. She graduated with my younger brother. She’s a few years younger than I am. 

MR. JACKSON: Was, you mentioned Mrs. Marr. Was school, the school situation, appreciably different from what it was in Chattanooga in any way?

MR. PRESTON: Yeah, it really was. I guess the thing I thought about mostly was, that I liked about it mostly was that everyone was friendly. It was a fairly small school. they had 500 students or something like that in the school at the time, but you knew, you pretty well knew everybody, knew all the teachers and say, they weren’t much younger, much older than us, some of them. We got some pretty good friendships. I’d say Mrs. Marr was one, was my math teacher and I thoroughly enjoyed her. I remember the art teacher was Mrs. Louis and her husband, he was in the service at that time. She’s over in Knoxville. She’s in charge of the art department for the county schools in Knoxville. [Inaudible]. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you, I was wondering, did you date in high school, I was wondering what you did?

MR. PRESTON: I didn’t date too much. I had a lot of friends that did. 

MR. JOHNSON: I wonder what one did, what a teenager did?

MR. PRESTON: Well, I guess about what the teenagers do now. There was what they call now, back then was called Stump Dump, which was up at the end of Outer and Louisiana, and Outer Drive, where the new houses start going west. That use to be called Stump Dump, all the kids would get in a car and go down G Road, park. 

MR. JOHNSON: There were places to go where you could get away.

MR. PRESTON: Oh, yeah. There were places to go. I remember over behind, one of those lanes off of West Outer there was a bar back in there, and a little theater that was used, props. We’d go up there and park every now and then.

MR. JACKSON: How about… I’m sorry. Excuse me. 

MR. PRESTON: Go ahead.

MR. JACKSON: I was just fixing to say, how about did teenagers use, did they use the recreation centers?

MR. PRESTON: We had, we mostly stayed with the Central Rec Hall, which is now where Marie Wild has her redecoration shop and so on. It’s above what use to be a bowling alley down there. They got some T.V.’s in there or something. That was the Central Rec Hall. That was the teenagers’ recreation hall. 

MR. JACKSON: What kind of thing occurred there? Dancing?

MR. PRESTON: We had dances. There was a fountain down there. We had dances and we’d eat down there after school and in the evenings also. In fact, I guess, I’m wondering how my studying was done, back in those days. I see and go down to the Civic Center and see all those kids in there at night and I think they ought to be home studying, but I remember I was down at the rec hall too, almost every night, not quite. But we’d go down there and we’d dance and play around, play Ping-Pong, play pinochle. There were always some kids who used to cause a lot of trouble and so on. They’d get in fights every now and then, but other than that it was pretty well organized, well run. 

MR. JOHNSON: Do you have the feeling looking back on it that this was kind of a tough town?

MR. PRESTON: No, not really. There were a few tough kids, you know, that caused trouble and so on, but by and large, it wasn’t a tough town, no. Having to have a Q clearance or the families having to have a clearance and so on eliminated a lot of that. There were, like I say, people of all backgrounds. In fact, one of my best friends, his parents were circus acrobats, and you know, fifth grade educations or whatever, maybe not even that. But he was really one of my best friends. He lived in a trailer down where Downtown is now, but he and I ran around together just about all the time. 

MR. JOHNSON: So it wasn’t that the people who lived in trailers tended to stick with people who were from trailers.

MR. PRESTON: No, there really wasn’t any of that. Very little, you know, class distinction bit. A lot of kids came in from out by K-25, out from the trailer camps out there on that end of town, into all the schools. All the people who lived in the trailers, or flattops, or in the cemestos, it really didn’t matter. They dated back and forth and ran around together and they went to each other’s homes. [inaudible] the trailers and stuff, a lot of those people moved into the flattops and stuff. I don’t remember anything of that nature. I guess a few of the Army kids might have been a little uppity. I remember a few of them that were that way, but all and all, I saw nothing indicating anything like that at all. 
MR. JACKSON: Just staying with the recreation business a minute. Movies, did you go to the movies?

MR. PRESTON: Yeah, let’s see. There was the Ridge Hall, Ridge Theater, and the Central Theater, which is where the Playhouse is now. There was one over at Midtown. The one in Midtown, I guess, primarily catered to all the trailer park people. It was sitting right there in the middle of them. I only went there once or twice myself. I always went to Central because it was down next to the rec hall I guess. 

MR. JACKSON: Were there any areas of the Town Site that were off limits to say, to kids? Parents would say don’t go there.

MR. PRESTON: There were a few beer halls and so on, yeah. They were off limits. That didn’t mean we didn’t go. [Laughter] There was one out the East end of town that we used to go to. I didn’t know until later on why they kept it so friendly. It was the owner of a [inaudible] bar man or something, but he was a queer, I found out later on. There was a pool hall there and beer. We used to go in there at night sometimes.

MR. JACKSON: He was just a concessioner out there.

MR. PRESTON: He rented the place and wanted to close it up, he let us in late at night to go in there. But really, I guess everything was closed up if we weren’t on our way home or should be home, we were down at Central Cafeteria. 

MR. JACKSON: It was opened all night.

MR. PRESTON: It was opened all night long. There were people working shift work and so on there around midnight. You always went to Central Cafeteria and could get a cup of coffee and a sandwich and sit around and shoot the bull all night long if you wanted to, which I guess no one ever really got in trouble down there. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you go off the area very often or do you remember staying here mostly?

MR. PRESTON: We went off the area some, but there was gas rationing so you didn’t get off the area much. They would go off to play football, or basketball. Oliver Springs, Harriman, Norris, play a team in Knoxville. That was really the extent of a lot of the trips we had. I didn’t play any sports. I worked most the time. I wasn’t near as big as them. But we’d always go to Norris to play basketball and we didn’t have a football, but we had a basketball. We’d play Rockwood, Harriman, Oliver Springs, and Clinton has always been a rival. The football season was over by the time I got here. The first was in ’43 and I think they had 15 or 16 kids on it. That was about it. The few games they played, I think they played somewhere else because our football field wasn’t built yet. The next year we had a home field. It wasn’t much, but we got pretty good teams. I remember the field itself wasn’t built right. Instead of being this way, where the draining was more this way. I had a buddy of mine out there who almost drown because of a driving rain storm. He ended up in the bottom of the pile with his face buried in mud. When he came out of there, they had to work on him, but I guess as far as  the town itself and the football team, it’s always been, more so than it is even now, wasn’t near as full as it was then. All the parents, as they do now, followed them, followed the teams all around. The whole bank up there at the high school was covered with people up there on the bank, watching the ball game.
MR. JACKSON: In that regard, I don’t know if you can answer this or not. You have any idea what the people out, even teenagers out say in Oliver Springs, Clinton, or some of the other places where you played ball, what they thought about Oak Ridgers.

MR. PRESTON: They didn’t like Oak Ridgers too well. 

MR. JACKSON: They didn’t like them.

MR. PRESTON: That was true for Knoxville, especially. It would seem like every time we played Fulton we would end up getting in a fight over it, you know, having to really run to get out of there. [Inaudible] now. Then it was a real, they had a lot of trouble getting over there. We’d get in a fight in the gym or on the way out or something. It seemed like there was that problem, but even the people in Knoxville didn’t appreciate Oak Ridge, like they should have, I don’t think because it was closed, they couldn’t get in. An awful lot of people who did work here, lived in the surrounding area also. They were all outsiders and I guess a lot of towns back in those days were a little more cautious of strangers moving in to town and so on. I guess we got along better as far as getting along with other kids, was with Norris because they were primarily, their town was built primarily like Oak Ridge was. The kids up there, their parents all worked for TVA, the government, you know. So there was a pretty good relationships between Oak Ridge and Norris. In fact, the principal of Oak Ridge High left and we got the principal of Norris. We got a few of our teachers from over there. I think Ben Martin was at Norris for a while. Have you talked with him?

MR. JACKSON: No. 

MR. PRESTON: I’m surprised that Peg didn’t put you off on him. He was the high school coach for everything. 
MR. JOHNSON: Oh, we got that name. 

MR. JACKSON: We have?

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, but took it down again. We may have lost it, but that rings a bell that he was the coach. 

MR. PRESTON: He’s quite old and he’s getting feeble. You might not get much out of him. He gets, when we’re talking and get together a few of us, he mixes all his teams up, you know. He doesn’t know who was on what team anymore. He still remembers people, but he gets things confused. So you might get some stuff out of him, but he’s getting quite old. Where was I? Oh, I guess Norris and Oak Ridge. I’d say we had a good relationship with them.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s kind of interesting. I hadn’t thought about it before, but it would make sense. 

MR. PRESTON: I know. We had some real good relationships with them. We’d go over there and have a basketball game and they’d have a dance afterward for us. In fact, I guess one night I had to walk back from Norris. I didn’t want to leave. I ended up missing my ride and another boy and myself ended up walking back from Norris. I was in a little bit of trouble when I got home.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, I can imagine. 

MR. PRESTON: I think everybody left about 11 and I wasn’t wanting to go. I thought there would be someone else, as stupid as I was, and there was one other. But he didn’t have a car either. [Laughter]

MR. JOHNSON: But he didn’t have a car either. [Laughter] Was there very much dating that you know went on between Oak Ridge, during the war and after the war, between Oak Ridge kids and people outside close to the area.

MR. PRESTON: I think it was pretty much inside the area itself. 

MR. JOHNSON: That would make sense. 

MR. PRESTON: I went to service when I got out of high school and really I lost track. I went from there to college and I lost track of Oak Ridge for about eight years. My folks and stuff stayed here, but I lost track really of what was going on. My brother and sisters were still here. 

MR. JACKSON: Now, you graduated when?
MR. PRESTON:’46.

MR. JACKSON:’46. 

MR. PRESTON: The third graduating class, I guess. 

MR. JACKSON: Were you in town when the bomb went off in Hiroshima?

MR. PRESTON: I missed that.

MR. JACKSON: Where were you at?

MR. PRESTON:  I was out in Superior, Nebraska. It was my dad’s hometown, visiting. I didn’t want to go to begin with, but they pretty much drug me along. Five kids and Mother and Dad in a little ’42 Chevrolet, or something, you know. But no, I missed that. We were, I guess we were about St. Louis, or something when the news came out. Dad at the time was working for AEC [Atomic Energy Commission] and had said he knew what was going on in Oak Ridge. I happened to see a paper and it had a big splash, you know, about Oak Ridge and all that. I bought it and went out to the car. I said, “Dad, you say you know what’s going on in Oak Ridge.” He said, “Yeah.” I said, “Well, tell me.” He said, “I can’t tell you.” I said, “Well, it’s on the front page here.” He said, “You’re kidding.” I said, “No.” I said, “It’s on the front page here. It says the war may be over in another week or so.” He said, “Well, they are making some kind of stuff for a bomb.” I said, “Ok.” I turned around and showed it to him. But I missed that whole deal that they had here and everything. I saw the pictures in the paper all over the country, a lot of my friends were the ones that you see, “The War is Ending”. There were an awful lot of my friends that I went to school with. When I was out in Superior, I guess it was the night that they said that the war was over with, I had the car and we were out with a bunch of kids my age out there, in high school. We had been swimming. I ran up and down Superior’s Main Street blowing my horn and whooping and hollering. The police pulled me over and wanted to know what all the commotion was about. [Laughter] 

MR. JOHNSON: Just because the war was over.

MR. PRESTON:  I said, “Well, I thought the war was over.” It was a town of about three, 4,000 people, you know. I was making too much noise at 11 o’clock at night. So I missed all that.
MR. JOHNSON: A lot of noise going on here. 

MR. PRESTON:  Oh, there was I’m sure. See I’ve always, that’s been one thing I’ve always missed. I’ve always wished I’d been here for that. I missed a lot. 

MR. JACKSON: That’s what we’ve gathered. That must have been quite a day.

MR. JOHNSON: Then after you got out of the service, you came back to Oak Ridge?

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah. I came back and started school. My folks were still here. 

MR. JACKSON: From what you said, you moved a great deal. Did you, in the war period, did you assume you would move again, or did you understand this as home?

MR. PRESTON:  Really, I guess, I didn’t think too much about it, moving again. I know that the war was over in, what ’45? So my senior year wasn’t any, the war was over with and there wasn’t any problem, but I went in the service soon after I got out because they were still drafting at 19, or something like that, and I couldn’t see going a year, a year of college and then getting drafted. So I talked my folks into letting me go. No, I didn’t feel like I would be moving. We stayed a full year after the news had come out. Now an awful lot of people left when they found out what was going on here. It scared them. I guess really the push to get the stuff built, the material and stuff built and everything for the bomb was kind of over with. There may have been a lot of people being laid off too. I don’t know, but I didn’t ever feel like I wanted to leave. Dad made a lot of nice friends that were here, and I feel like I have too. As I say, I was gone for two years. I was in college, but I went to school with a bunch from Oak Ridge. There were about 10 of us all that went to school, started out in school together. In fact, I’m the only one left in the family. I’ve kind of held the fort down. They are scattered from Florida, to California, to Atlanta. So…
MR. JACKSON: You said, there was something you just said that I’m... Oh, you said that a lot of people left when they found out what was going on because it scared them. You mean…?
MR. PRESTON:  That was the impression that I got. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. PRESTON:  Dad said that he knew a few people that left for that reason.

MR. JACKSON: Afraid that something might happen here?

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah, that something might happen here. It is kind of scary to see what happened over in Japan and the pictures and stuff came back from that and realized that that stuff was built and made here, you know. I guess even then the theory was that the laymen probably wouldn’t understand what was going on anyway, so they didn’t try to educate the public, you know. That’s what’s wrong with the country right now. The AEC didn’t do their public relations work.

MR. JACKSON: That may be.

MR. PRESTON:  I think it’s half of it. They had the attitude, I feel like, this is a black box and we’ll keep it contained and make it do what it’s supposed to do, but you wouldn’t understand it if we told you what it was. It’s not near as dramatic as sending someone to the moon, you know. Quite a few people left after the war. I’m sure there were layoffs. There was a big layoff though it was later, like in ‘49 or something. There was a pretty big layoff. See, I was in school and didn’t know much about it. 

MR. JACKSON: Your life, once the war ended, I realize you pretty quickly went into the service after you graduated, but the end of the war didn’t make any appreciable difference in your life. It went on pretty much the same.

MR. PRESTON:  No, pretty much the same. 

MR. JACKSON: Your family, your recollection being…

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah, we had a few of the kids we went to school with that had gone in ’45, during the war, and even after the war, I guess. I didn’t remember any… I’ve lost my train of thought and I’m not sure what you said.
MR. JACKSON: I was just asking whether you recall any change in…

MR. PRESTON:  No, I don’t remember any change. I just know that people knew what Oak Ridge was now. I guess, I don’t know whether attitudes, or relationships with Knoxville were much better or not.  You asked me that question a while ago.  

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. PRESTON:  I think probably it was a little bit better, you know, once they found out and it came out in the open what was going on over here. I think…

MR. JOHNSON: A bunch of draft dodgers, that kind of thing.

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah, well they kind of felt like that too. There was an awful lot of Army personnel over here too, you know. They had their own camp and everything here and worked in the plants alongside everyone else. In fact, there are a lot of them still here. I don’t know if I can think of any of them or if you’ve talked to any of them. You may have, but there is an awful lot of people here now who came here in the Army, or the Navy. You know all the services had people here. They were in service and they were needing people of certain qualifications and so on to do certain things here and they just transferred them here. They, I guess most of them wore uniforms. 

MR. JACKSON: Were you back here when the gates came down?

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah, I was here.

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall any feelings about that either way? 

MR. PRESTON:  I kind of wish they were still closed sometimes. It had it’s advantages. You didn’t have to worry about locking your houses up and this kind of stuff. I hadn’t really started locking my house up until, oh, it’s been a number of years ago, but everybody left their houses wide open. It seemed like no one ever bothered anything. 

MR. JACKSON: Let me ask you about that. A number of people say that. Really it is interesting. Maybe you won’t remember this. I was wondering if you left your house unlocked in Chattanooga. I mean there is no reason why you should remember. 

MR. PRESTON:  I would guess, yes. I was just trying to remember did I have a key. I didn’t have a key as a kid. I would come in late at night sometimes and the door was open. Maybe that was the situation all over the country back in those days. 

MR. JACKSON: I don’t know.

MR. JOHNSON: We were wondering about that. It keeps coming up with a lot of people.
MR. JACKSON: Just an awful lot of people say that.

MR. PRESTON:  You asked me if it didn’t change much. I guess we did. Maybe when everybody left, we locked the house up, but with my mother and dad and five kids there, usually there is someone home. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah. We just got to wondering about it. I mean, just there are a large number of people who remember that, who say, “Well, we left…,” and they would talk about the gates and say, “Yeah, we left the house open,” and we just began to wonder, well, now, you know, did it occur before.

MR. PRESTON:  Maybe it did. I can’t really say because I was a teenager.

MR. JACKSON: Right.

MR. PRESTON:  I just, when you asked me the question I had to think if I had a key or not. I didn’t have a key. I would probably have lost the stupid thing, just like my boy does. 

MR. JACKSON: It’s significant anyway because what it means is an awful lot of people felt that this was a very safe town.

MR. PRESTON:  It was very safe, yeah. It’s always been I think safe. I remember Artie Addison who was on the police force stated that we were about 10 years behind the nonsense going on all over the country and a few other things. Once it started, we caught up I guess. This was only like 10 years ago. Yeah, I feel like the town was safe. If there were any undesirables being a closed city and so on, but [inaudible]. You know I’ve said that the fellow who ran the East Village Tavern was queer. You know, when they caught him, he was gone. 

MR. JACKSON: And they did indeed catch him. 

MR. PRESTON:  They did indeed and this was back during the war. They caught him. I would have a few beers and leave. I didn’t know what was going on. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have anything to do at all with black kids? There really weren’t very many. 

MR. PRESTON:  No, they shipped them to Knoxville to school, and that was even up until the late ‘50’s. They all went to school in Knoxville. Now the black community lived right across from Shoney’s. There, between there and the Turnpike, was a hutment area. I know, after the war, when I came back from the service, I worked over where the buildings are, the Garden Apartments over there and I got to be friends with a couple of colored men. They lived over there and I got to be real good friends with them and their wives. In fact, one of the fellow’s wives was a teacher. In fact, they were building, I guess, Gamble Valley at that time, in the early 50’s. That’s when they were building the Garden Apartments and Woodland and Gamble Valley, were all being built, in that period of time. I got to be real good friends with these people. Now in Chattanooga, I did run around with a few. [Inaudible] and there were a few settlements, oh, a half mile from it. I had some good friends over there. My dad didn’t like it. He’s very race conscious, I guess. He’s from Nebraska. He and I still don’t see eye to eye on some of these things, but it never bothered me. I had some real good friends over there even when I was in Chattanooga and I was 12 years on up, probably 16 when I left there. But as far as that was concerned here, we had no blacks [inaudible].
MR. JACKSON: They really weren’t very visible. 

MR. PRESTON:  No, they weren’t visible, except in the cafeterias. That was the norm. I guess they worked for the plants. I don’t know what they did, but a lot of them were the, you know, they brought the coal to your house. We had the maids and so on. We did have, [inaudible] my wife and I got married, we had one come once a week or something. But the only time I saw them, well, I didn’t see them very much, didn’t associate, didn’t think anything about it, I guess because I knew they were going to school in Knoxville. I guess I didn’t even realize it to tell you the truth.

MR. JACKSON: It’s odd really. You know, I have the same recollection growing up and I think back on that and think how… It’s odd. I never thought about it, but they were out there. 
MR. PRESTON:  I think maybe my dad’s attitude toward the blacks stemmed from when he was superintendent of a CCC camp in Chattanooga, before coming here. It was an all black camp and that maybe where this came from. [Inaudible] Friday night was, Saturday morning, or Friday night was pay day, you know, and they would all go out a buy a knife and then that night they would carve it up and everything else. I guess he had some good workers out of them, you know. I guess my attitude toward them was what it was because I would go out there and see them at work and I got to be friends with some of the black people who worked out there. So, I don’t know where I got my attitude from to be different from my father’s. 

MR. JACKSON: Well, my parents sure felt right strongly. 

MR. PRESTON:  I got some names here you might be interested in.

MR. JACKSON: Yes, we’d like to get any names you could suggest. I’d just be interested, I see your pictures over there. Is that your son?

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah. My son and daughter. 

MR. JACKSON: They are what age?

MR. PRESTON:  Pam’s 19 day before yesterday. She’s at college. He’s 15. Him and his mother are at a swim meet right now. 

MR. JACKSON: How do you think, how would you compare your life to his right now. That is he’s about the age now…?

MR. PRESTON:  Yeah, he’s about the age I was when I came to Oak Ridge.

MR. JACKSON: How do you think, do you see any profound differences between…?

MR. PRESTON:  Oh, yeah. I can see a lot of differences. I was bashful and he’s not. You know there is a world of difference between him and me as far as our attitudes to school, people there, and everything else. School I guess to him is, it’s in the way of everything else that he wants to do. He’s not dumb or anything, but he’d rather be playing ball or doing something else besides going to school. He makes decent grades. He doesn’t, he’s very outspoken and meets people real easily, and has no problems, likes all the girls. He’s not dating yet and the only reason is because he says, “I don’t want Daddy to take me on a date. When I get my car next year, I’ll…” Well, he’s been out with the boy across the street a few times. They’ll go out and take a girl to a dance or something, but that’s about it. 
MR. JACKSON: So general lifestyle is different.

MR. PRESTON:  His lifestyle is a hell of a lot better than mine ever was you know. I don’t know. Back when I was growing up there was gas rations. We didn’t do too much traveling. As a result we didn’t go many places with our parents and it didn’t seem like we went many places. We did move a lot, which I think was kind of like going on a vacation to some extent. Moving around you meet a lot of people. I never had any trouble meeting people, but as I say, his lifestyle is a heck of a lot better than mine ever was. We travel. We go on vacation twice a year. I think the country is a lot more mobile than it was back in those days, even before the war, and after the war. I don’t believe the town got mobile, or the country got mobile until, I guess, the ‘50’s. 

MR. JACKSON: I would think maybe even mid-‘50’s or so.

MR. PRESTON:  Probably mid-‘50’s even, yeah.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, does that cover it?

MR. PRESTON:  I don’ know that I helped you all too much. 

MR. JACKSON: Yes, oh, very much.

MR. PRESTON:  I got two or three names here you might be interested in.

MR. JACKSON: Okay.

MR. PRESTON:  Have you talked to Bill…

[End of Interview]
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