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MR. JOHNSON: Interview with Mr. E.M. Lees, 108 West Farragut Road, Oak Ridge, Tennessee, March 27, 1976, Charles Johnson, History Department, University of Tennessee, Knoxville. We have tried to get these started kind of with the same question each time and it usually starts with something about why did you come to Oak Ridge, or how did you hear about it?

MR. LEES: Well, I went to school in North Dakota, University of North Dakota and sometime in the early spring of ’43, I was interviewed by several different prospective employers, one of which was a fellow from Kodak, Eastman Kodak from Rochester.

MR. JOHNSON: You were graduating in ’43?

MR. LEES: Yes. Actually I had gone a full semester the year before. So I was graduating in September of ’43. There weren’t many engineering students left in school. Most of them had been drafted or called up in the reserves, but I had gotten a deferment because of my engineer course that I was taking. So I, well the job sounded interesting and unknown so…

MR. JOHNSON: What did they tell you about what you’d be doing? 

MR. LEES: Working with complicated electrical equipment and as far as the purpose of Oak Ridge, they said nothing about it except that it was a war time requirement, or need, is a better word. But the living conditions they told me though, at that time, they were very accurate. 

MR. JOHNSON: What were they…?

MR. LEES: Dormitory life. No facilities to speak of.

MR. JOHNSON: Were you married then?

MR. LEES: No, no. 

MR. JOHNSON: What did you expect to find? Had you ever been in the South or in Tennessee?

MR. LEES: No. Frankly, I guess I had a very open mind from what the fellow told me. I really hadn’t made up my mind as to what I expected. So maybe that was good. I wasn’t disappointed.

MR. JOHNSON: So you came in the summer of ’43. 

MR. LEES: Right. I graduated in the last week of September and I hired in here on the 4th of October. 

MR. JOHNSON: And you went right to work for Tennessee Eastman then at Y-12.

MR. LEES: Right. We went through a four week orientation, or Elza College, I think they called it, over here behind the Castle, or what they called the Castle at the time. That was a very good training program for the job that I went into. I hired in as an electrician, maintaining cubicles, process equipment at Y-12. Shortly thereafter, about three months, I was moved up to a foreman. So during the war, then I was a foreman for the electrical crew.
MR. JOHNSON: We talked with Mr. Love on Thursday. 

MR. LEES: Leon?

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, Leon. You moved into a dormitory…

MR. LEES: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: …when you came. A single room, or did you have…?

MR. LEES: Single. I was lucky enough to get a single room.

MR. JOHNSON: Did that last as long as you were here? Because they moved people in, I know into the singles sometimes. 

MR. LEES: It lasted, well, lets’ see. I moved into the dormitory in East Village when I came in. the dormitory has since been torn down. Then late ’44, I suppose it was, I moved into an E-2 apartment. That’s a two bedroom apartment with another fellow that was an electrician and his mother. He had his mother here to take care of, and we’d been chumming around together some. So we felt a little better getting out of the dormitory, besides he had a car. So that was the big thing in those days, although the bus service was very good for getting around town. 
MR. JOHNSON: The bus service was free, as I understand it.

MR. LEES: To start with, and I can’t remember just when it changed, but yes. It was free. I could get a ride from East Village, for instance, straight to Y-12. 

MR. JOHNSON: The big bus station down there by where French’s is now…

MR. LEES: Yeah. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you take the bus off the reservation every now and again to go to Knoxville?

MR. LEES: Oh yeah. Quite frequently, I went to Knoxville to see special movies, programs, concert series at UT.

MR. JOHNSON: Or just to get away?

MR. LEES: I don’t know to just to get away so much. 

MR. JOHNSON: Usually for something specific?

MR. LEES: Yeah, a special reason to go over there. There were so many people working in Y-12 that lived in Knoxville. I dated a girl from Knoxville, off and on, a few months. 

MR. JOHNSON: Lots of reasons.

MR. LEES: Lots of reasons. Sometimes when I didn’t have a car available, I went and rented a car for the evening. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you go, say to Clinton as well, or was most of your traveling off the base, reservation, over to Knoxville?

MR. LEES: I didn’t go to Clinton. Very, very seldom. I just had no reason. I went through there on the buses most of the time.

MR. JOHNSON: Do you have any feeling for the attitude of the people on the outside towards you or towards Oak Ridge, or Oak Ridgers?

MR. LEES: I always felt that Knoxvillians resented all of us foreigners, if that’s the right word.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, outsiders.

MR. LEES: Outsiders. I kind of felt that. I often wondered why I got the feeling, I wondered then, and I could never really put my finger on it, but I felt it. I wondered if it was my own opinion, but I don’t know.

MR. JOHNSON: Did other people seem to have that, who lived over here and worked over here, did they seem to have that same feeling? Did you talk about it? 

MR. LEES: Some of them did.

MR. JOHNSON: We’ve run into this, now and again that there was a sense, not as much in Knoxville necessarily as over in Clinton, the people that had to go to Clinton for one reason or another seemed to feel that they were resented more. It was perhaps a little less in Knoxville. We’ve run into this.
MR. LEES: I assume that the reason was, such as Clinton, things had been going so quiet and peaceful in a little town. Knoxville, of course, is sort of larger, but anyway, the sudden influx of people buying up the things that were hard to get and all that, maybe they just, especially those that didn’t work in Oak Ridge, resented outsiders coming in and overflowing their facilities or buying things that they couldn’t get.

MR. JOHNSON: Overcrowding the housing maybe.

MR. LEES: Right. Overcrowding everything. Excuse me, I have a little sinus congestion. At times, it’s annoying.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. We have run into this. we’ve seen a couple of letters to the editors in newspapers and stuff that Knoxville people felt that Oak Ridgers got more of the good things in life that were fairly hard to come by during the war. That there were more cigarettes in Oak Ridge, or more something, that somehow that the people here were getting more of the goodies.

MR. LEES: I would expect that that had a whole lot to do with it too because I’m sure that the stores here and cafeterias and the whole works had some way of higher priority on getting things.

MR. JOHNSON: A couple of the teachers that we talked to seemed to have less difficulty getting supplies than the Clinton teachers would. They could get things when the Clinton teachers couldn’t. There was some resentment because of that. This may be the base of it. I don’t know.

MR. LEES: One of the expressions that I heard and I couldn’t relate it to where it originated, but Knoxvillians could tell anyone from Oak Ridge, see them on the street because of the mud on their shoes.

MR. JOHNSON: We’ve heard that too. Most everybody’s talked about the mud and is that one of your fairly vivid memories in the early years?

MR. LEES: To me the East Tennessee dirt was hard to adjust to. I grew up in the middle and east part of South Dakota where the soil was very black and I just couldn’t believe that anything could grow in what to me looked like red clay.

MR. JOHNSON: Dirt shouldn’t look like that. 
MR. LEES: No. nothing can grow in red. The only red stuff we saw was clay that was one or two feet below the black soil and that didn’t grow anything there in North Dakota. You know that red clay that was down below the dirt. To me that was fantastic that anything could grow in that red clay. Of course, I finally got accustomed to it.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you go back to North Dakota? Did you have family in North Dakota, or…?

MR. LEES: I only went back to visit, somewhat infrequently then.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you think that Oak Ridge was going to succeed, that what you were doing was going to work?

MR. LEES: Well…

MR. JOHNSON: Or did you even think in those terms even?

MR. LEES: Some, but I guess I was a little naive, or had been indoctrinated so much that I didn’t look ahead very strongly as to what Oak Ridge must be doing. I had my own thoughts, but I didn’t, one of things was I just didn’t talk about. As the war was progressing, I had a feeling that if Oak Ridge was ever going to show itself, it was going to have to be awful soon, and within a month, Hiroshima got it. 

MR. JOHNSON: Were you, do you remember that day pretty well? The day that the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima?

MR. LEES: Not very well, as far as what I was doing and my personal reaction. Of course I recognized that that was it. 

MR. JOHNSON: Were you here in Oak Ridge that day?

MR. LEES: Yes.

MR. JOHNSON: Do you remember anything about the general response? Was there a feeling that this was going to end the war, or…?

MR. LEES: I think the general response that I saw was the people were rather relieved. It satisfied their curiosity, and yes, it would end the war. It certainly wouldn’t last after that. 

MR. JOHNSON: So you finally, so people finally knew something about what had been going on.

MR. LEES: Well, there was a big splash in the papers. That’s the best I can recall. Gigantic headlines.

MR. JOHNSON: Very large headlines in all the papers. Did you read, or take regularly The Oak Ridge Journal?
MR. LEES: Yes.

MR. JOHNSON: Were there other papers here as well besides…?

MR. LEES: That’s all I can remember was The Oak Ridge Journal.

MR. JOHNSON: Not the Clinton Courier-Journal, or The [Knoxville] News Sentinel.

MR. LEES: Well, they were available, but I didn’t read those much. I read the Oak Ridge information very carefully. I was curious as to what was going on locally, activities, anything about the city.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, we’ve got that whole newspaper on microfilm, except for the one day, August 6th. Whoever had that run of the newspaper had lifted that one. So we don’t have that one, but we’ve gone through that paper, so we have a pretty good idea…

MR. LEES: I bet that’s interesting.

MR. JOHNSON: It is. In fact, the whole project’s been interesting for us.

MR. LEES: I bet someone could make a little money off of that if there was a feasible way to publish that in a combined…

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, I wouldn’t be surprised. You know, getting back to the idea of talking about, or thinking about the project and what you were doing, was there, were there people who talked and gossiped and sort of probed around to find out what was going on?

MR. LEES: Oh yes. I was visiting one person one night in his home and I made a comment about perhaps it would be interesting someday to understand what was going on here and he very subtly went to his bookshelf and handed me a book and I guess he opened it to a certain page and it was a book, a physics book telling about the cyclotron work…

MR. JOHNSON: At Berkeley?

MR. LEES: So that was in a published book, available to anyone.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. We talked to Frank Howard, I think his name was. He came here from Berkeley and he worked at Y-12 and he showed us a 1940 physics textbook that had a fairly detailed study of…

MR. LEES: It might have even been the same book. It was ’39 or ’40 that I looked at. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the feeling that if you did talk about what was going on or gossiped about it that somebody might be listening?

MR. LEES: Yeah, sure did.

MR. JOHNSON: You did? Did you have a feeling that you may be needed to look over your shoulder a little bit? 

MR. LEES: Sort of, yes. For instance, a fellow I had worked with at Y-12 there in the same building, same shift I was on, I wasn’t directly working with, but he was in the building doing his job and I had seen him for two or three months there and then suddenly he appeared in uniform, military uniform. I never asked him what his job was, but we all assumed that the intelligence community had finally agreed that they could become [inaudible].

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get a fairly good sense of the Army present? Did you deal a lot with the military people?
MR. LEES: Well, yes. I worked side by side with them. There was one amusing situation or circumstance where I was put on special assignment to aid in a training program for another building that was about to go into production. So I was taken out of the maintenance end and worked in this office for a couple of months writing a training manual. We had, oh, there were about five of us in there. There was a fellow from the Navy, as best I recall he was a lieutenant. There was a sergeant in the Army, and then several civilians, all working on the same program. The lieutenant, Navy lieutenant was reporting to the sergeant, the sergeant was reporting to a civilian as far as the job was concerned. I thought that was a little ironic.
MR. JOHNSON: Ironic and kind of unusual.

MR. LEES: But the rank, or anything like that, military rank as I saw it had nothing to do with the job that we were doing in the plant. Of course, USED had quite a contingent here, and they had their own experimental setup in the building where I was working. It seemed like, well, I never did understand the organization of it real well, but they had a special area trying to improve the process. They got all the help they needed from outside of their group.

MR. JOHNSON: But it was military directed, as opposed to Tennessee Eastman.

MR. LEES: It seemed to be. Of course they had the whole detachment down in barracks down, somewhere down where the bowling alley is now. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, there were some officers that lived in this area, in houses. We’ve talked with some people who had military officers for neighbors and this kind of thing.

MR. LEES: This house was first occupied by a military officer. I don’t recall his name, but after the war, we knew the family that moved into it. They had been our former neighbors up on another street and then we moved in next. So we were the third family to live in this house.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get any feeling that military officers got preferential treatment, that they could get things that civilians couldn’t get, or was it the other way around.

MR. LEES: I think I had that feeling. Nothing significant. Housing was in awfully tight supply and I think it was, it seemed that the officers got preferential housing. I never thought about it seriously because it was such a big place that you could look at, I recognize that you could look at one or two situations and arrive at the wrong conclusions. I think I tried to be fair in that respect, but nevertheless, I do think that maybe, I certainly didn’t have any resentment or whatever.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you see any uniforms around? Were you sort of constantly aware that the Army was pretty deeply involved here? 
MR. LEES: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: That it wasn’t just your sort of run of the mill small town. 

MR. LEES: Of course when you came to the gate, you ran into uniforms to start with, and you saw them around town. There were some of the fellows that I worked with that had been here, hired in here very early, and then they got drafted and they wanted to stay right back here doing the same job at military pay instead of civilian pay, of course. They kind of resented that.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, I would. This Special Engineer Detachment, the SED, it’s kind of an interesting group.

MR. LEES: I bet. No doubt you ran across some of them that were in that group.

MR. JOHNSON: Although we need, we do need to talk to more people who were in the service here. That’s one of the difficulties. We haven’t been able to get enough of that. 

MR. LEES: I think I came fairly close to getting into the service several times. 

MR. JOHNSON: Oh really?

MR. LEES: I never pushed a deferment as such, but before I hired in, a fellow from Rochester said they would take care of deferments, this was a war effort. They needed the civilian workers and they had a deferment. So I never worried about it. a couple of times I got a notice from a draft board that unless they got an updated paper, or whatever it was, they felt they had to call me. I think they were a little lenient, the local draft board at home because they did notify me. I turned in the information to the channels here. It just seemed like they had such a backlog that it took them months to process the paperwork.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have the feeling that you were going to stay here after the war was over, or that there was going to be anything here after the war? Or did you think about it?

MR. LEES: I didn’t think about it too much. Up until the time I was married, why, I didn’t, I got married in June of ’46. I just didn’t worry about it. I figured I was lucky to have a job that was worthwhile for the war effort and I guess I kind of assumed it would end. 
MR. JOHNSON: That’s one of the things that we’ve been trying to get a feel for, as to what people thought the future was going to be like. 

MR. LEES: I don’t recall the exact timing now, but I was lucky in a sense. I will say I was lucky. I stayed on with Y-12, have been there continuously and the plant had had, I don’t know, 30, 40,000 workers there at one point, and I weathered through it when it got down as low as 1,200. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, they cut way back.

MR. LEES: I was still there. I got into the research department and stayed on. Now, when Eastman pulled out of here, I did accept an interview at Rochester for a job there.

MR. JOHNSON: With Kodak?

MR. LEES: Right. I went up there and toured their facilities and they made me an offer. It was so much less that I was making here. I thought I would try to stick it out here, just from a monetary standpoint. I had reasons I would have like to have gone to Rochester, but…

MR. JOHNSON: The money was that much better down here.

MR. LEES: Yeah.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s a good reason for staying.

MR. LEES: It sure was. Then in 1950, I got into the ANP program. That changed everything.

MR. JOHNSON: ANP?

MR. LEES: Aircraft Nuclear Propulsion.

MR. JOHNSON: Oh yeah. I’m sorry there’s some of the short hand that I haven’t learned yet. 
MR. LEES: Right. Sure. That was a big, a very big program for the next 10 or 15 years after that.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you remember particularly who your friends were? Did you sort of hang around with a certain group of people pretty consistently? Did you have a small group of friends that you stayed with?

MR. LEES: Yeah, I guess I had a small group. This fellow that I lived with, he and I were both single, so we had a lot of the same interests.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you both worked at Y-12?

MR. LEES: Right. Same shift, but not in the same building, but the same material. We went around town here. We both roller skated a lot. Neither one of us were, we didn’t go out to drinking parties or anything like that. We were those two…
MR. JOHNSON: Was there quite a bit of that?

MR. LEES: Yeah, probably not any more than other places where you had an influx of people for the wartime effort. I don’t know. I didn’t go anyplace else.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. LEES: It wasn’t exceptional as far as I was concerned. I didn’t drink and I wasn’t bothered by those that did. That was that. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did Oak Ridge seem to be a pretty lively kind of town? Could you find things to do?

MR. LEES: Yeah. They had recreation halls. They were always jammed it seemed like. Four, five movie houses. Better ones and some that weren’t quite so good. Lots of clubs. At that time, well, I’m still not a clubber, that is I don’t really belong to any clubs, but there were many clubs. I was aware of them, but I just wasn’t interested in the types. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, we got the feeling from a lot of the things that we’ve done, that Oak Ridge probably had about as many clubs per person as anyplace we’ve ever heard of before. There seemed to be whatever… You could always find somebody else to do it with. 

MR. LEES: I think that’s one thing that The Oak Ridge Journal helped with. They could get the publicity out on the activities. I know the recreations halls were always scheduled with something.

MR. JOHNSON: Were the churches pretty active?

MR. LEES: Yes. Now, I was not an active church goer myself at that time, but I went with friends one place or another a number of times. They met at school house gyms, just anyplace.

MR. JOHNSON: Then they had the Chapel on the Hill of course.

MR. LEES: Right. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you seem to get a sense when you left Oak Ridge and talked with friends who didn’t live here, did you get a sense that they were pretty curious about what was going on?

MR. LEES: Yeah.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have to be kind of careful, or just not talk about it?

MR. LEES: Yeah, I had to be careful. 

MR. JOHNSON: We’ve gotten the sense now and again that maybe the people on the outside showed more of an active interest of what was going on than the people who were here. We’ve talked to people who when they went home, were really pressed by relatives or whatever, “What are you doing?”
MR. LEES: Yeah.

MR. JOHNSON: Any good guesses, or did they not have any real good idea?

MR. LEES: I don’t think they had a real idea. I certainly didn’t run across it myself.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have fairly extensive dealings with Roane Anderson Company, or the people who worked for Roane Anderson?

MR. LEES: Oh, yes.

MR. JOHNSON: In the dorms and in the apartments.

MR. LEES: Right. They were the town managers in all respect. Later the housing situation was under a different organization.

MR. JOHNSON: Management Services?

MR. LEES: Or whatever it is. Tri-State…

MR. JOHNSON: Tri-State Homes?

MR. LEES: There was another name too, it seems like. There were three or four different companies, but I didn’t really see any difference. In that they were all under contract to the Army in one way or another. So the name didn’t make much difference. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you feel that the Roane Anderson and the others did a pretty fair job with what they were suppose to do, or not?

MR. LEES: I think that they did a good job considering the scope of it. You always heard about individual situations people complained about, but overall I felt that the management was terrific for the 75,000 people that were here.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. Anything in particular that you would want me, us to know about that particular time during the war and shortly after, that you would be, that you wouldn’t want us to miss. 

MR. LEES: No, I tried to think after reading your questions whether or not there was anything unique that I could contribute, and I guess I’m not a very good thinker in that sense. I hadn’t come up with anything. There were many perhaps unique experiences that anybody might have had. I was supposedly arrested, I guess you’d call it for sabotaging waterworks perhaps.

MR. JOHNSON: Oh really.

MR. LEES: That might be what the record might show. 

MR. JOHNSON: Well, I think that the record would no longer exist. They went through and burned just about all of that. 

MR. LEES:  Hopefully. Anyway, it was kind of amusing. One night I had gotten back to Town Site here from the cafeteria here after working the evening shift. I was living in the dormitory in the East Village and it turned out to be one of those nights that I didn’t have anything to do. I was restless. I left the cafeteria about, I got off work about 11. I left the cafeteria here about 1, I suppose. It was a nice night, so I thought I would walk back to East Village. They didn’t have the road built through like they do now. My buddies had been going to the Turnpike from, up here to the Turnpike and down to East Village and to the dormitories. I knew they had been working on the road which now is Tennessee and California, with a connection over to the East Village area. So I started walking. I guess you’ve heard about the boardwalks.
MR. JOHNSON: Oh yeah. 

MR. LEES: They were quite fantastic too.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, people spoke very highly of those boardwalks. 

MR. LEES: They were very necessary and very interesting. So I started walking and I hadn’t driven around this general area enough to know where the roads went. Well, after an hour or so, I wound up at a water tower. I was standing underneath it. I got curious and thought, “I wonder what Oak Ridge looks like from the top.” So I went up to the platform around the water tower. It’s the tower up here on top of Delaware Avenue and Outer Drive. I guess I was up there 15 minutes or so. This was about 2 o’clock in the morning on a Sunday morning, and saw whatever I could. I got about halfway down and somebody started hollering at me. They said, “Wait right there.” I said, “I’ll come on down and you can talk to me there.” “Don’t do it. I’ll shoot you if you come down.” 

MR. JOHNSON: That would make you cautious. 

MR. LEES: I decided I think I better listen to what he has to say. Well, he hollered and blew his whistle and after about five minutes he aroused somebody that was in the fire hall that was right across the street. So he told those fellows to call and he had somebody up the tank. Anyway, they took me down, searched me, and took me down to headquarters. It was Chief Vettel that talked to me. it turns out that the guard that was supposed to be guarding the water tower was supposed to be off someplace. I didn’t even know he was supposed to be there. I went back close enough later and found out that there was a little four by four shack there…

MR. JOHNSON: Guard post.

MR. LEES: A guard post. He was supposed to be there. Well if he was, he was asleep. I didn’t make any pretense of hiding or being quiet or anything. In fact, the water tank was leaking, water dripping, you know. I was partly curious about that. So anyway, Vettel talked to me for about 30 minutes down there about everything imaginable, except maybe why I was born. That’s the way I felt. I kind of resented it. 
MR. JOHNSON: They were fairly hostile. 

MR. LEES: He was in his questioning, yes. Well, actually, that was Sunday. I left out half the night. They took me down there and said I would have to wait to talk to the chief, you know, maybe 3 o’clock. I kept asking when he would be in. Well, they never knew when he was coming in, so in other words, and they didn’t tell me a thing. He came in about 11:30.

MR. JOHNSON: So you spent a fair amount of time down there. 

MR. LEES: I spent the night down there. It didn’t help my disposition. 

MR. JOHNSON: No. 

MR. LEES: I hadn’t been doing anything. I didn’t think I had, and so I was sleepy, aggravated. I asked him a question or two. I don’t recall, but I recall plainly, “Now listen here. I’m doing this questioning, not you.” I think I asked, “Now where was the guard when I went up the tank?” He didn’t answer that. That’s when he said something such like that. “I’m doing the questioning, not you.” But, no, a good thirty minutes, he covered a lot of territory in a questioning session like that. Then when I walked out the door, the bus to East Village just went by. They were running, at that time, running on a thirty minutes schedule, at that time of day to East Village. So, here it was 12 o’clock or so, and I had to go to work at 3. So I started walking to East Village. I wound up walking back there. I got there at 12:30, just when the next bus would have come, at least I was occupied instead of waiting for a bus. 
MR. JOHNSON: It worked off some of your mad. 

MR. LEES: Yeah, it probably was good for me. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have the feeling that the police and the Army were sort of all around a good part of the time? 

MR. LEES: Pretty much. They weren’t usually, especially noticeable, but they had to be.

MR. JOHNSON: Was there, a slightly different thing, but still dealing with it kind of, were there thefts or other things like that in the dormitory that you had to be concerned about. Was your stuff safe pretty much? 

MR. LEES: I never had a worry in the world about that, never lost anything, didn’t worry. In fact, when I got married in ’46, we moved into a flattop and I’m sure there were a lot of times we left and didn’t lock the house, even with that many people around, as far as the houses and dormitories go. Now at work, it was another situation. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. Do you think you left the house open because you trusted people or because you were protected by the fence around the place? 
MR. LEES: I suppose we had a sense of security because of that. I know there was a lot of talk when the fences were being taken down. Boy, that would open the town up. We would be susceptible to everything. People assumed there would be more thefts, curious outsiders as we called them and so on. I don’t remember it especially materialized that way, but there was certainly that feeling.  Then too there was, well, I’ve always felt that security was kind of necessary but a silly thing. You can always, when you’re closely associated with it, you can always see so many loopholes. They guarded the gates so closely and yet there was one road that I could drive in and out if I chose anytime I wanted to. Some of them did, but anyways, it was there. 
MR. JOHNSON: I hadn’t heard about that. We talked with somebody who was a teenager here during the war and he said he used to go hunting over towards Clinton and he just crawled underneath the fence where it wasn’t guarded. It was an easy spot to go through so [inaudible]. So apparently there were ways to get in and out if you really wanted to. 
MR. LEES: This road was up off of West Outer Drive and it went down over the hill past the church that’s, I can’t describe it very good. It had been an active road, maybe a farm road at one time. The fence was put across it, something happened, I don’t remember. The fence wasn’t exactly torn down. There was a gate there of some kind, a wood gate. The gate was lying down.

MR. JOHNSON: Nobody there guarding it.

MR. LEES: It wasn’t really a traveled road. It was kind of rough. It was a good road for Jeeps, but any other kind of car would have to be very cautious in. So it was obvious that there weren’t very many vehicles that went over it, but we did several occasions, not because we needed to, I don’t think, but just because it was something different, you know. Because it was there we tried it out. 

MR. JOHNSON: When you got married, was the woman from Oak Ridge, you married. 

MR. LEES: I met her here. She was from Rockwood.

MR. JOHNSON: But she had been working here.

MR. LEES: Right, she’s in the hospital right now.

MR. JOHNSON: I’m sorry to hear that.

MR. LEES: She broke her hip here.

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, my.

MR. LEES: She’s had equilibrium problems. It caught us unawares. 

MR. JOHNSON: So, is she coming along alright?

MR. LEES: Yeah. 

MR. JOHNSON: I would have like to have talked with her too. We’ve talked with a number of couples who were here. Anything that you would know of that she might have wanted to tell me about or be sure that I knew about.

MR. LEES: I can’t think of anything.

MR. JOHNSON: Are you glad you came? Glad you decided back then in North Dakota to come down here.

MR. LEES: I’ve had no regrets at all. When I first left, I figured, well, whenever the war ended, maybe in a year or so I’d be looking for a job again. I kind of had that attitude. So when Oak Ridge started going down, I wasn’t unprepared, you might say. I wondered what I might be doing if I lost my job. In fact, I lost my job a time or two.
MR. JOHNSON: Oh.

MR. LEES: I got the notice that is, but I worked something out before the time was up. I came back from vacation the first time and had two weeks’ notice.

MR. JOHNSON: This was in ’46? ’45?

MR. LEES:’45, it must have been.

MR. JOHNSON:’45. Yeah, because Eastman started to cut back pretty substantially there in ’45. 

MR. LEES: So, anyway, I looked around and talked my way into a job in the engineering department instead of production. I thought the job in engineering was going to continue. So that canceled out my termination. I guess someone else got one in place of me, but anyway, with thousands going out, they sure went out in a hurry. 

MR. JOHNSON: Well, they came in a hurry. 

MR. LEES: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: Do you feel that the people who were here working worked pretty hard, by and large, the Army and Roane Anderson, and the contractors, got a pretty good days work out of the people that were here. 

MR. LEES: I think so. It certainly beats what we’re doing now, as far as a day’s work goes. 

MR. JOHNSON: I wonder why, because of the war, you think?

MR. LEES: I’m sure that had something to do with it at that time. People like to feel useful, at least that’s the way I feel. I suppose others feel that way. Although we might not have understood our job, it was a job that had to be done and from what I saw people in general were good workers. Now it seems like so many people are trying to find ways to keep from working, put in their eight hours and that’s it. Productivity is supposed to last five years and it’s dropped. One of your questions was about labor unions.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. Right. I wanted to ask you about that.

MR. LEES: I hardly knew what they were. I saw no evidence of any influence that the unions had. There were no organized unions here. A lot of people had been union I found out, but I never saw where it affected the job, materially.

MR. JOHNSON: There weren’t strikes, that kind of thing, walk outs. 

MR. LEES: Not during the war. The only thing that ever hit me one time was we had a piece of process equipment out of service and I needed a part from the warehouse. We made calls and finally got it delivered and they went down to see why it was that it wasn’t brought in and the driver was waiting there. He had it on his truck. He couldn’t unload it. 
MR. JOHNSON: I see.

MR. LEES: Because he was a driver. I kind of recognized then that he was an old labor man, must have been a union man.

MR. JOHNSON: He was going to drive the truck, but he wasn’t going to unload it. 

MR. LEES: Yeah. He wasn’t even going to give me a hand. The thing weighted about 60 pounds. 

MR. JOHNSON: [Laughter]

MR. LEES: I got awfully aggravated at him for that. Of course I never saw him again. So, I picked up the piece and carried it into the building and it was a piece of equipment that I was responsible for that wasn’t operating. I had one thought in mind and that was to get mine back in operation, but even in 1950, when we started this new ANP program, technical people did hardware work as much as anything that they needed to. You couldn’t have enough people into the program fast enough, enough hourly people, craftsmen. They’d pick up electricians tools and work right with the electricians. I wasn’t supposed to be their foreman, just the engineer on the job. I don’t remember now when the union did come in to Y-12. Seems like it might have been ’55 or something like that.

MR. JOHNSON: There were on the construction side of the project, there were, we’ve had some information of carpenters unions and electricians and these kinds of things…

MR. LEES: Could be.

MR. JOHNSON: The building trades.

MR. LEES: I never became associated. Now I moved into some of the buildings, while the contractor Stone and Webster was still working and I could see them all around me, construction workers, but I never had a feel for their craft unions, organization ways. 
MR. JOHNSON: Were the people who lived in your dormitory, most of these people were working in the process operation rather than construction?
MR. LEES: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: Construction people lived in trailers, hutments.

MR. LEES: Trailers as far as I know. I was never aware of the construction people living in the residential areas, dorms or houses. Now I could very well be wrong, I just wasn’t aware of it. 

MR. JOHNSON: That’s pretty much the information we’ve had. That the dorms and the houses were for the main process people. In some cases, I think there were a few of the skilled trades, plumbers and electricians who lived for a while in the dormitories because we had reports of this dormitory opening up for process people because this particular job was pretty well finished, the construction job was pretty well finished. That’s fairly [inaudible].

MR. LEES: There were an awful lot of dormitories here. I think at one time I counted that there must have been at least 60 or 70 dormitories here.

MR. JOHNSON: At least.

MR. LEES: I ran across an old map, I don’t know where it is, a lay-out of the town showing many of the dorms.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, we’ve had some of those from the records that we’ve been going through. Some very extensively detailed ones. They’re interesting. Was looking back on life in the dormitory, was it, did you have enough privacy so you could live with it, or did you feel harassed and glad to get in an apartment and away from…?
MR. LEES: No, dormitory life didn’t bother me. I lived in a dormitory in school. We had six in the room I was in. Having a private room here was quite a thing for me, but so many people worked shift work, apparently different shifts from the one I was on. The facilities weren’t crowded. The washrooms weren’t crowded or anything like that. It wasn’t like school where everyone went to an 8 o’clock class maybe.

MR. JOHNSON: And everybody had to be in the bathroom at the same time.

MR. LEES: Right. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get to know quite a few of the people who lived in the dormitory? Was there a lot of turnover, so you didn’t know people very well, or was it fairly stable? 

MR. LEES: There was a lot of turnover; of course I was only in the dormitory about six months, too, so I really didn’t get acquainted with the dormitory people. I’m not sure why really, but that’s the way it went. I know I’m not as sociable as some people. I don’t always go out looking for company. 

MR. JOHNSON: There was probably plenty to do here in terms of your job and…

MR. LEES: I did most of the meeting people at the recreation halls and places like that.

MR. JOHNSON: Or standing in line at the cafeteria.

MR. LEES: I stood in line occasionally to get some cigarettes. I didn’t smoke, but it was always good if you could get them, do a little horse trading with somebody. Get soap powder, or what not, you know, trade off. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you ever feel like you wanted to quit, that you were unhappy enough with things here?

MR. LEES: No, I was very pleased with my job. I guess it was challenging, always something different with the complicated electrical equipment that I worked on. Sometimes something entirely new would come up. As far as I was concerned, it was very…

MR. JOHNSON: Problems had to be solved. One other question that we asked, or were sort of interested in, the black-white situation, racial, did you sense any sort of racial tension in the town, or was there any sort of intermixing of black and whites? 
MR. LEES: I never felt any tension. It was such a clean cut distinction that, I never saw any tension. It was completely new to me because there weren’t any blacks in my part of the country at all.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, I’m from Northern Michigan and I’m from much the same kind of thing. 

MR. LEES: They had their communities here in Oak Ridge, where they lived, their hutments for one thing certainly weren’t much. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, we’ve seen some pictures of the various hutment areas.

MR. LEES: I don’t recall why, but I was at one of them one time. Thinking back, I can’t remember why I was there, but anyway I was. I had no prejudices of my own. I had no qualms with talking with them or anything like that, but I was at the hutments. It kind of floored me to have to live in something like that.

MR. JOHNSON: The slums right here. 

MR. LEES: Oh, it was.

MR. JOHNSON: Crowded? 

MR. LEES: Yeah, it was pretty crowded.

MR. JOHNSON: What was your reaction when you saw, say, drinking fountains labeled white and colored, or restrooms labeled white and colored? Or don’t you remember?

MR. LEES: Yeah, I remember. I was a little puzzled, but being from another part of the country, I guess I accepted that without question really. As I said, I had no prejudices. I saw a lot of it. I talked with some fellows at work. They were mostly janitorial type and seemed like custodial services.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, by and large: firemen, people working stoking furnaces, janitors, maids, working in the laundry. There was a black elementary school…

MR. LEES: Scarboro.

MR. JOHNSON: …Scarboro. Do you remember during the war if you voted here in Oak Ridge? One of the things, we haven’t been able to get a handle on, we will, we just haven’t been able to…

MR. LEES: No, during the war, actually, I don’t remember voting. 

MR. JOHNSON: Some people voted by absentee that we talked to. They got a ballot from home.

MR. LEES: I’m not much of a politician. It just didn’t interest me.

MR. JOHNSON: One of the things was local elections and this kind of thing. There was a sense that we got that some people in Clinton and outside in Anderson County who weren’t very happy about all the people in Oak Ridge who might vote in the elections. They weren’t paying county taxes or whatever.
MR. LEES: Weren’t even paying state voters registration.
MR. JOHNSON: The poll tax?

MR. LEES: I don’t know what kind of arrangement they had, but I think anyone working here at that time was permitted to retain their out of state license by special agreement apparently.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. LEES: Because I noticed so many cars from New York. I think all the Stone and Webster’s people, their main office was in Boston. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, they did have a large number of both Massachusetts and New York people. 

MR. LEES: But there were an awful lot of New York cars here though. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you, do you remember when you started to think of yourself as an Oak Ridger as opposed to someone from the outside who was here more or less temporarily. 

MR. LEES: No, I can’t really think of a turning point really in that sense. 

MR. JOHNSON: It may be a hard thing. I just… I guess that about covers most of the ground that I was…

[Break in audio]

MR. JOHNSON: This is your wife.

MR. LEES: Yeah, she worked as a guardette at Y-12, and through her job she was aware of some of the security problems and she did relate on several occasions when people were taken into questioning, she never saw them again. She didn’t, none of that type of detailed information filtered through, of course. She didn’t really know what the situation was, but she had told me of several cases where people literally disappeared. You know, they were on the job one day, and the guards picked them up for questioning and that was the last she saw of them. She often wondered where, what the real story was. 

MR. JOHNSON: Probably always will. Those records are very, very hard to come by. 

MR. LEES: Well, I worked, when I was a foreman, there was one fellow that was assigned to me. I was told what job to give him. I didn’t check the batteries. We had portable equipment around the building that used batteries so you wouldn’t have to plug them in all the time. I was told to let him check the batteries and keep them up. He was an educated man. I thought he was, you know. He seemed like he was quite intelligent to talk with. And after several weeks, I got very curious. So frankly, I took the liberty of, on an owl shift, when my supervisor was out to lunch, I went in the office and pulled out his personnel file that was in there, our local office. It didn’t tell anything really, accept he had a B.S. and M.S. degree in, oh, I don’t know, education or something like that. He was 35 years old and I don’t know to this day, but there were other jobs in the plant that he would have been better qualified for. 

MR. JOHNSON: Maybe an intelligence operative. 

MR. LEES: Must have been, because as I said, I was told what job to let him do on my crew, you know. Usually, as the foreman, I set what I wanted. I was told what job he had to have. 
MR. JOHNSON: And it was job that would move him around in a variety of areas.

MR. LEES: He had occasions to go all over the building that way.

MR. JOHNSON: I think you’re probably right. I think that was…

MR. LEES: I always assumed that was what he was. There’s no way of knowing for sure. 

MR. JOHNSON: Interesting kind of world living in closed areas kind of behind a fence with everybody working on one thing, or kind of. Did you have any sense of what was going on, say at K-25 or X-10?

MR. LEES: Really I didn’t. We were confined to a limited area within Y-12 even. The badging procedure was such that you only had access to your own work area. I was transferred a time or two, so I covered maybe two out of five different distinct areas, but it was very controlled in that sense. The idea was to let you know only what you had to know to do your own job.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, that was very, very basic to the Army’s security procedure. Entirely need to know. 

MR. LEES: I was amused on some occasions how well some of us were oriented on security. We’d run into, we’d get to talking with someone, “Well, where do you work?” “Clinton Engineer Works.” “Yeah, I know Oak Ridge, but where? Who do you work for out there?” “Clinton Engineer Works.” You know, they couldn’t even tell us Stone and Webster, or whoever the other operators were, companies, they wouldn’t say, just Clinton Engineer Works.
MR. JOHNSON: Well, that was the safest way to go.

MR. LEES: It sure was. 

[End of Interview]
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