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MR. JOHNSON: Mr. and Mrs. John Michel, 104 Caldwell, May 29, 1976, [Charles] Johnson and [Charles] Jackson.
MR. JACKSON: Excuse me. When you came and how that occurred. 

MR. MICHEL: Well, I had just graduated from the University of Kansas and had taken my first job up in Cleveland, Du Pont, and had worked there just a few months when the draft board caught up to me, which I knew was going to happen anyway. At that time, Du Pont had a portion of a contract working on the Manhattan District Program. They put me on that thinking it would get me deferred. It turned out I was a few months too young to qualify for deferment even on that project at that time. But in the course of transferring my induction physical and my point of induction a couple times, I made the age limit. [Laughter] But in the mean time, I had left DuPont and had gone home, sort of resigned to being inducted anyway. A friend of mine told me to come up to the University of Chicago where he was working on the Manhattan Project. I went up there and they were able to get me the deferment and I worked there for about nine months. The part of the job we were doing there, at that time, with the project, was sort of phasing out, more or less, going into production phase. I had a choice of either going to Hanford, Washington, or Oak Ridge, and I went down here on an interview and decided to come to work down here. 
MRS. MICHEL: Lucky for me.

MR. MICHEL: So it was a real eye opener to come down here from a big city like Chicago. Well, my original hometown isn’t that big [inaudible], but it was full of new by temporary looking houses. It’s true that there was a lot of, an air of temporariness, and I thought as soon as the war was over, I’d leave. In fact, when the war was over, I gave myself about six more months, and I’m still here after 30 years or something, but I kind of lost that six month time table now. 

MR. JACKSON: Now when did you get here?

MRS. MICHEL: What year did you get here, John?

MR. MICHEL: ‘45. 

MRS. MICHEL: My parents moved to this area. My father came to work on the project and the closest housing we could get was Alcoa. So…

MR. JOHNSON: Do you remember when that was?

MRS. MICHEL: That was in ’43. So I got the bug to go to work instead of going on to college. I can’t say that it was true patriotism, it was just the idea of being independent from my folks is what really grabbed me. So I came to work out here and took a room in the dormitory. This was in November of ’44. So, this was really in the primitive phase of things here. Believe me, it was a shock. I mean, it was really a shock. I didn’t realize how sheltered I had been. So I got to work down here as a…

MR. JOHNSON: Excuse me. You had just gotten out of high school?

MRS. MICHEL: Yes. I had just gotten out of high school and I went to work as a teletype operator in the Western Union office. I was told that I could be making more money if I would go before the war, what was that board? The War Labor Board.
MR. JOHNSON: The War Labor Board?

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah. So I took my case to the board and I said that I could do better work than that. So I got on as a Lab Analyst down at K-25, and worked as a Lab Technician. Then I got into secretarial work. I became secretary to John’s wife and that’s how we met. So here I am. Of course, I took a 25 year leave of absence to make a nest and tidy up for a few years. Then as I say, I started talking to the dog too much, and went back to work. So I’m a medical secretary now for Dr. Lincoln [inaudible].

MR. JACKSON: You didn’t, did you have any idea what was occurring over here?

MRS. MICHEL: No. No because I was so far from the technical aspect of it, I just simply did paper work and I very often speculated what in the world was going on, why there were so many people here and so many GIs which incidentally was nice from the female view point, because, what was the ratio? Fifty guys to one woman, or something like that. Dating wasn’t a problem. So we had a real good time and the same feeling that John indicated, to be “temporary” was definitely true, because I didn’t think that I would ever stay here. I wanted to have some independence and work experience and then go back to school, which I ultimately did, but it was that overnight attitude, you know, that really conveyed everything. Friends came and went. Well, as a matter of fact, security was pretty strict. I know that I belonged to a group for a while, that called themselves the St. Stephens Episcopal Choir, but we always had great parties afterward and one of the guys started talking too much. He was one of the reasons we knew what was going on. The people kept saying, “Oh, this guy is going to say the wrong things sometime to the wrong person,” and sure enough one day he vanished. I never knew what happened to him. He was definitely removed. I often wondered what happened to him. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did it concern you whether he showed up missing? 

MRS. MICHEL: I was worried because at that time I was so green about what could happen to a person. And of course, whenever you don’t know something, you imagine something much worse than what it could be. 

MR. MICHEL: Some of those GIs were sort of dual roles down here. They were working in a given technical job, but they were also reporting on security matters, sort of on the side. 

MR. JACKSON: Do you know that? Is that something people said?

MR. MICHEL: I know a guy who was involved.

MR. JACKSON: Now you came in ’45, was that before or after the bomb?

MR. MICHEL: It was before. I came in May and the bomb was in August. 
MR. JACKSON: Did you know what was happening here?

MR. MICHEL: Oh, yeah. We had, we were still limited in a need to know basis. In other words, we didn’t have any of the details of the bomb construction or data on it, but we knew what the goal was and what the Army part of it was. 

MR. JOHNSON: You came down from the University of Chicago then to K-25.

MR. MICHEL: That’s right.

MR. JOHNSON: Most of the people we have talked to who have come from Chicago ended up at X-10.

MR. MICHEL: That’s right. As a matter of fact, there were several options coming down here. I did interview also for X-10 and decided to go over there. One of our jobs at Chicago was really to do the development work and make up batches of uranium slush for use in the Oak Ridge pile. So it was very closely related to what was going on at X-10. I just decided to change my experience a little bit, go with fusion. 

MRS. MICHEL: Well, I just sort of offhanded one time, asked a question to one of the guys I was going out with. He was a GI and he was an engineer, very brilliant person. You know, I just really wondered what in the world was going on. By this time, my curiosity was really just eating me and I was afraid to just come out and say, “What are you doing?” But I said something funny, saying that we’re probably just making buttons or something or other. He said, “It would be more like button holes.” 

MR. JOHNSON: Big ones.

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, big button holes. 

MR. MICHEL: [inaudible] when I was working in Chicago, I came home once on a holiday and my cousin was there from the Navy. He had been out in California and he was a swimming instructor at a Naval Station there. He knew that I was working on a secret project and I couldn’t talk about it. He came out one day and told me, “I bet your working on that atomic bomb.”

MR. JACKSON: Good grief. 

MR. MICHEL: That just completely floored me, you know. I, of course, pretended that I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I think there were people somehow, maybe he had read something in Popular Science a few years back, and kind of put it together.

MR. JOHNSON: Or Life Magazine.

MR. MICHEL: Maybe so.

MRS. MICHEL: Well, there was a newspaper article in the ‘30’s, as I understand, which said, so it wasn’t too hard to imagine, where you amass so many people during a war that’s this is what could be happening. 
MR. MICHEL: When I first got on the project in Cleveland and was told about the situation, it was, the guy said, well, as a reference in a magazine where, it was a German report of the first fission of uranium. So I went down to the Cleveland Public Library and dug that reference up. It was in a big book of publications and right where that reference was just dirty. There were a lot of people going down there to read that thing. 

MRS. MICHEL: But it was really a horrible feeling to me when the bomb was dropped and I found out what was going on. I just felt horrible. It just threw me almost into depression that something horrible could have been so close to me and my participation in it was there. 

MR. JOHNSON: It could have come from the work of so many good people.

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah.

MR. MICHEL: We sort of felt that way, too. We got well involved in the Oak Ridge Engineers and Scientists Organization and they really were pretty affective in those days in trying to get the Atomic Energy Program out from under the military. We’ve probably got all the information on that. I participated on a number of those committees. Ultimately, this thing kind of led into a question of how to maintain some international control of this particular bomb and atomic energy in general. I think we both got on the committee then. The thing actually ended up saying that you could never really control things without an effective organization with police force and all the other aspects of what a real government was. So we kind of got off on a side there for several years on this world government movement. Of course [inaudible].
MRS. MICHEL: I still in principle believe in a world government, a peaceful world organization. It’s utopian to ask, but it’s still worth working for. There are still today lobbyists in Washington. In fact we got a letter just the other day from one of my cousins, but it was in a way it was, I suppose you might say it was an appeasement to our conscience to try to do something.
MR. JOHNSON: Do you remember anything resembling a general reaction here when the bomb was dropped as opposed to your own personal one?
MRS. MICHEL: There was a great joy, you know, on the surface. Now I don’t know how underneath felt. Probably just as horrified as I was. 
MR. MICHEL: Well, I don’t know. I think a lot of people sort of rationalized, the whole nation did, in effect this probably saved a lot of lives by shortening the war. 

MR. JOHNSON: Ending the war.

MR. MICHEL: There may be some truth in that.

MRS. MICHEL: Well, the question of setting such a precedent, I mean, was a real impact as far as [inaudible].

MR. MICHEL: I remember at Chicago there was talk at work, and then I found out later that there was some serious effort in this willingness to try to get a meeting with the Japanese and give a demonstration on a deserted island and show them what it was.

MR. JOHNSON: There was a petition to that effect over at X-10.

MR. MICHEL: Oh, there was at X-10?

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. MICHEL: I was at Chicago at that time.

MR. JACKSON: It came down from Chicago.

MR. MICHEL: Oh, it did? Okay. But apparently that was never attempted. 

MR. JACKSON: What was life in the dorms like?

MRS. MICHEL: Wild. [Laughter] My first night in the dorm I cried all night long until I was out. I had never been, I was brought up in a very strict family situation and I had never really seen a lot of ugly things in life. The first night that I was there, girls were coming in drunk and I just couldn’t believe, I just couldn’t believe, and I was terrified. Then I began to hear all kinds of stories about how girls were, you know, late and things like that and so I stayed real close in the dorms for a long time. Then of course, I had to eat at the only cafeteria and then eventually I got to know some guys. Well, as a matter of fact, I went to the library one morning and I was sitting there reading and three guys came over. Two of them were in uniform. They were engineers with the SED and one was a civilian and they started talking to me and they just sort of adopted me like their little sister. We went everywhere together. They would walk me to the library. They would walk me to the cafeteria. They would walk me to the bus at night to go to work. It was really nice, but there was a great sense of comradery, that I feel my children, our children have missed out on. Although today’s children seem to be concerned with each other and I know we have been very proud of our daughter. She and her husband have taken in people who needed help, but there was a feeling then our misfortunes were biding us somehow in a feeling also wrapped up in patriotism. I feel that it’s just lost today. I’m not a great flag waver, but it bugs me to hear people tear down this country and I have just as much reason to be sad about politics today as they have, but I just don’t like to see anti-establishment attitude carried to the point that they will not pass on to their children our traditions and the things that John and I feel have really made this nation great. Now to stand and sing the “Star Spangled Banner.” [Laughter] 
MR. JOHNSON: I was just wondering what people said about Franklin D. Roosevelt in ’43, ’44. Was there a fair amount of hostility? Was FDR a hero here in Oak Ridge? 

MR. MICHEL: Maybe. Actually I think that’s about right. I think that they had confidence generally in the government in those days. Roosevelt was the leader and they just accepted that. There was very little discussion about it.

MRS. MICHEL: I think this is because in a country like ours, we have no loyalty, but we still have that desire to look up to someone. That’s the reason we admire and respect our leader so much, whether they deserve it or not. Even if there was reason to find fault in Roosevelt at that time, we still had this attitude that he was our leader and we must follow him.

MR. JACKSON: [Inaudible] war.

MRS. MICHEL: And war. 

MR. MICHEL:  That makes a difference. There was a great unity in that war and of course he being the chief, I think people felt favoritism toward him. 

MRS. MICHEL: It’s the sort of feeling that, John and I lived in Australia with our children for a year and a half. When we were there, we felt, people would ask us questions similar to this discussion. We were deep into Vietnam at that time and John and I were put on the line several times. All we really knew was what we got from Time Magazine, the South Pacific edition of Time Magazine, and I did not like what was going on at the time, but I felt that I could not live in another country and downgrade my own. I know John got into, he was asked to get into a debate over there with a guy whose family was from Vietnam.

MR. MICHEL:  He was Vietnamese. 

MRS. MICHEL: But it was that feeling also at the time of the Big War that you feel that no war is right and there is no real international problems solved by the military ever, but you have to stand pat and firm and know that you are committed. 

MR. JACKSON: That was the situation. You didn’t have any choice anyway.

MR. MICHEL:  That’s right. We pretty well were brought up… My dorm experience was a little different. When I first came down here, I went on shift work, rotating shift. So two thirds of the time I was trying to sleep when other people weren’t there, but still a lot of noise around the dorm, thin walls and minimal structures. One of the things that did happen there that I think made Oak Ridge unique, too, was there were so many people of about the same age came in here at once. Of course, it’s been a problem since because every year we get a year older, on the average. 

MRS. MICHEL: Now we’re in the geriatric [inaudible].

MR. MICHEL:  But that did have a sense of comradery and all, but even after shift work, we got off the 12 to 8 shift, there would be a whole gang of us that had worked together on the shift and we’d go up to Big Ridge or do some activity. It almost seemed like a continuous vacation because on the weekends we went to the mountains, or playing golf. There were a lot of things to do here. 

MR. JACKSON: The lack of privacy in the dorm didn’t bother you?

MRS. MICHEL: It bothered me a great deal and as a matter of fact, I was also on shift work for a while and I was in a room with two other girls and we were each on different shifts. Things were going all the time, and the buzzer would ring for one girl’s date to be downstairs and we didn’t know who was being buzzed. I remember one day I was trying to sleep in the daytime and the key turned in my door and I just thought it was the house mother. They came and went and maids came and went, you just kept on sleeping, you know. So I opened my eyes and there were these two guys standing in the room with a big pad and a pencil and they were making a furniture check. [Laughter] I just kept on sleeping and they left. But it was fun, a lot of fun.

MR. MICHEL:  Food was bad.

MRS. MICHEL: Food was terrible. 

MR. JOHNSON: At the cafeteria?

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah. 

MR. MICHEL:  Oh yeah. We even use to go out to K-25 on Sundays to have lunch, you know inside the plant. It was better.

MRS. MICHEL: The eggs were floating in grease and if you were on the midnight shift, you had three breakfasts, you know. 

MR. MICHEL:  You were always eating breakfast.

MRS. MICHEL: Always eating breakfast. 

MR. MICHEL:  That was the best meal. 

MR. JOHNSON: Why do you think the food was bad? Badly prepared?

MR. MICHEL:  I think it was.

MR. JOHNSON: Or poor supplies? 

MR. MICHEL:  I think it was poorly prepared and I suppose there were problems with supplies too. I didn’t really have…

MR. JACKSON: A lot of numbers, too, I suppose.

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah. 
MR. MICHEL:  Well, they had to keep the steam tables going all the time. sometimes that food would sit there for hours, you know, people were coming and going on different shifts. 

MRS. MICHEL: They had problems with refrigeration. In fact, that’s how I learned to drink black coffee because the milk was always warm. So yuck. I just decided to drink coffee and that was the only way to go.  But like John said, your off hours were just constantly a vacation. More things to do, people were so nice and friendly, everybody helping everybody. If anybody had an old car, they just loaded it up, you know, and you went places together. 

MR. MICHEL:  If they could get the gas.

MRS. MICHEL: If they could get the gas. I remember one time, I got off work at 8 A.M. and a bunch of us went up to Big Ridge, and gosh, I don’t know, it was like 72 hours. I had several hours accumulated I could have off. I didn’t go to bed for 72 hours. When I got back to work that night, after having been awake for so long, I was sitting there in the lab, running these titrations, you know how boring that can be and I was staring at this thing that was going like this, you know and I thought, “Oh my God, I would sell my soul for 20 minutes of sleep.” So I went to the restroom and I told the girls in the lab, you know, “Come in and wake me up in 20 minutes.” It was a big joke. They didn’t wake me up. When I woke up, I walked in and day shift was there. [Laughter] They looked at me and said, “Who are you?” [Laughter]

MR. JACKSON: Did you ever go to Gatlinburg?

MRS. MICHEL: Oh yes. It was a favorite.

MR. JACKSON: Was it a favorite place?

MRS. MICHEL: Of course it didn’t look anything like it does now. It was small and quaint.

MR. JOHNSON: Why did one go over there?

MRS. MICHEL: Just to get away from this place, you know.

MR. JOHNSON: No special… 

MR. MICHEL:  We used to go and go on hikes or horseback riding or used to have real genuine barn dances up there in that area. We just enjoyed it. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you…

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, that was the in thing, before the “in” thing. [Laughter]

MR. JACKSON: Gatlinburg?

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah.

MR. JACKSON: You mentioned the age of people. Did you recognize at that time there really was an absence of older people? 

MR. MICHEL:  I’m not sure. Of course it’s been talked about so much since, I can’t remember if I was conscious of it then that much or not. 

MRS. MICHEL: I did because I was sort of tuned to that anyway. Because as I say, I came out here because I wanted out from under and it immediately impressed me that there were no old people around telling me what to do. We were all the same age and we were all making our own lives and there was, there wasn’t anybody over 30 telling me what to do. So I was impressed with that fact, but I think it has become a point in later years. 

MR. MICHEL:  I remember my first night here though. I wandered down to one of the recreation halls and it seemed like there was a dance or something, an activity going on every night. If there wasn’t a tennis court dance, there was one at a recreation hall. I was just kind of wandering around looking. I didn’t know anybody and I leaned up against a post and all of a sudden, the other side of the dance floor table turns and a big ruckus, people are scrambling around and beer bottle comes sailing across the table and I got out. [Laughter] 

MR. JOHNSON: [inaudible].

MR. MICHEL:  Yeah, and I was standing outside, and by golly, a little bit later, they hauled a guy out. I thought, “What am I getting into down here?” 

MR. JACKSON: That must have been some introduction.

MR. MICHEL:  Yeah, it was. 

MR. JOHNSON: University of Chicago it ain’t.

MR. MICHEL:  No. that’s right. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you go over to, did either of you go over to Knoxville very much, or Clinton?

MR. MICHEL:  Not a whole lot really. We used to take in a couple football games.  I guess there really weren’t that many attractions over there. I’ll tell you the transportation wasn’t that easy either in those days. 

MRS. MICHEL: We used to occasionally go to Clinton. There was a good place to eat over there. The Park Hotel, which is now gone, but that was...
MR. MICHEL:  Yeah, there wasn’t much to attract you. One of the big pilgrimages were over to Oakdale or… [Laughter]

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, make a run to Oakdale would you? [Laughter]

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah.

MR. JACKSON: Was that legal alcohol in Oakdale? Do you know?

MR. MICHEL:  Apparently it was. See that was the nearest town, is that Morgan County? I think at that time Morgan County was allowed to have liquor stores. That was the closest one, or Chattanooga was the same thing. You could go down there and buy it. 

MRS. MICHEL: But you know, we did things in those days that we would rather, perhaps our children not know about. Yet we criticize our children for doing things they don’t want us to know about. More specifically what I mean is, I remember one time there was a guy who asked me to hide a bottle of liquor for him, you know and get it through the gate. I hid some inside my purse, you know our pocketbooks were that big. So… Then another time, they inspected each car as you came in.

MR. MICHEL:  Well, more or less.

MRS. MICHEL: More or less, you know a cursory glance, but if you looked like you were a bad guy, they would look a little more carefully, but this guy I was with, said, “When the guard opens my side of the car over here, you take the bottle, and then when he opens your side of the car, I’ll take the bottle.” 

MR. MICHEL:  Pass the bottle. 

MRS. MICHEL: I thought about that since then. What our kids today are doing about the drugs and the marijuana and stuff like that, the marijuana in particular, my sons tell me that they have been over at UT for years and years and I think they say they know one person who hasn’t tried marijuana, you know. If I had been caught with that bottle of booze and my dear sweet mother had gotten a telephone call, saying, “We got Mary in the jail,” it would have bene just as much a shock to her, as if I had gotten a telephone call saying we’ve busted David with marijuana. I feel it sort of the same thing.
MR. JOHNSON: A comparable situation. 

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: Oak Ridge had a reputation, I think, with people on the outside as being a little bit wild, a little bit loose. Do you think that was a justified reputation?

MR. MICHEL:  Well, I think there was a contrast. It all depends on your reference point, I think. I think the surrounding area here was generally, like one guy said, “We’re not in the Bible Belt. We’re under the buckle.” [Laughter] But it’s not quite that bad, but certainly there are people coming in from all over the country, bringing in a lot of their own traditions and morals.

MRS. MICHEL: But they are away from their home situation also. 
MR. MICHEL:  Yeah, well the war time promoted that as well.

MRS. MICHEL: You would find the same thing at any Army camp, you know, any war time installation would have the same thing, but if you’re talking about real crime, the surrounding area around here is notably…

MR. MICHEL:  Or was.

MRS. MICHEL: …or was pistol packing, if you talking about real crime, but if you’re talking about just wild parties, Oak Ridge had its fair share.

MR. JACKSON: When you went to Clinton, or Gatlinburg, or Knoxville, did you feel welcomed?

MRS. MICHEL: No, not in Knoxville. In Gatlinburg, they didn’t know us. In Knoxville, Oak Ridgers were resented and I don’t know whether it was because Oak Ridgers, comparatively speaking, had a little more money to spend, or what, but I remember one time we went to Miller’s French Room and I was going to buy myself a very elegant gown for an occasion and the sales ladies in Miller’s  were extremely antagonistic. They asked where I was from, and I said Oak Ridge. I could just as easily have given my parent’s address. By that time, they had moved to Knoxville, you know, but I was on my own, and no, they didn’t like Oak Ridgers. 

MR. MICHEL:  I can’t remember any specific things.

MRS. MICHEL: It may have just been the women who knew this, but the shopping in Knoxville was not pleasant.

MR. JOHNSON: We’ve heard that before. As a matter of fact, two or three people told us, they use to carry an extra pair of shoes and change shoes in Market Square in Knoxville, because people knew they were Oak Ridgers by the mud. 

MRS. MICHEL: The boots and the mud.

MR. JACKSON: So they would take another pair of shoes and change them.

MRS. MICHEL: Well, now, I did this, but I thought I was doing it to just please my mother. She wanted me to wear a hat and gloves whenever I came to Knoxville to visit her. [Laughter] So I did. So I always had my little bag with extra things in it if I was going to the big city. 
MR. JACKSON: Who were your friends? People you worked with, or in the dorms? 

MR. MICHEL:  Yeah, I would say generally it was those two were the main stream. Of course, then after the war was over and the few years shortly after that, the town really became highly organized in terms of clubs and organizations. You sort of got into a lot of that sort of thing, tennis or sports. I was one of the original members of the Country Club. We would go out and cut down blackberry briers, worked out there in a group. Of course, you need a lot of people. I would say during the war, it was more or less confined to friends in the dorms, and right after that, when you got into this other phase, we branched out, churches as well. 

MRS. MICHEL: Well, you know you asked about the morality of the place. I think it’s probably significant that we have probably more churches now in Oak Ridge than any other city of this size. So I think that it would be hard to say that Oak Ridge was an immoral place, just a nest of inequity because we came right along and built our churches, we were all church going. I’m not. He is, but you know, it’s fairly normal. I really don’t see that there is anything terribly, terribly unique about it. 
[Inaudible Crosstalk]

MRS. MICHEL: No.

MR. MICHEL:  Oh yeah.

MRS. MICHEL: Oh, yes, you’re right. In another way, for example, more Ph.D.’s per capita.

MR. JOHNSON: Per square inch.

MRS. MICHEL: Per square inch. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MRS. MICHEL: That sort of thing, but I think that as far as the war time business was concerned, it was just like any other town.

MR. MICHEL:  I think outsiders perceive it as being different though, still. 

MRS. MICHEL: Well, yes, we have found that, you know, when our children go away to school, they come home and tell us, they don’t know as much about the outside world as other kids do. You know, the kids they meet in college, their dad might be a taxi driver, or train station operator, or something like that. Most of these Oak Ridge kids, their dads are scientists and Ph.D.s and this sort of sets them apart. Yes, it is different, the more I think about it. It’s coming back to me. The first time my children ever saw a drunk was in Sydney, Australia, and they didn’t know what was happening to the man. He was down the street and our kids said, “What’s wrong with him?” We don’t have a place in Oak Ridge that would be like your Lonsdale, that sort of thing. Now, we have a section of town that is perhaps a little less in the income bracket, but it’s very small.

MR. MICHEL:  The fact that most everybody that worked here, it’s going up and down it seems, was employed. They had a reason to get paid. 

MRS. MICHEL: Well, there was a time you couldn’t live here unless you were employed.

MR. MICHEL:  Oh yeah. 

MRS. MICHEL: That’s changed. People live here now. In fact, this is becoming a retirement center.

MR. JOHNSON: Actually, there were a few during the war who lived here without jobs… 

MR. MICHEL:  Is that right? 

MR. JOHNSON: …who would sneak in or get laid off and just live around in the huts and play cards some and bootleg a little.

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, I knew one guy. Remember Sy Cole [sp?]? That guy who lived down in Boone Hall. I learned long after that that guy was not working here. He was just making money in card games. [Laughter] Really.
MR. MICHEL:  They got the big ones down there.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, I gather there were some card games of long durations. Did you get the feeling during the war, it would be more with you than you think. Did you get the feeling in ’43, ’44, that this was more an Army post than a town, or was it more of a town than a military installation?
MRS. MICHEL: I’d say more of an Army post. 

MR. JOHNSON: A lot of soldiers?

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, because we had, our family had moved from Wilmington, North Carolina, which was near, that is next door to Camp David, which was a big anti-aircraft Army installation. So I had begun, even at that tender age of 14, to see just what, how an Army can affect a community, and Oak Ridge was very much like that. You know our little town of Wilmington was just completely overrun with hundreds of thousands of GIs. My mother snatched us in when the sun went down. [Laughter]

MR. JOHNSON: With good cause and for good reasons.

MR. MICHEL:  Yeah. 

MR. JACKSON: That’s right. Do you remember when the gates came down? This is after the war, ’49, I guess. Do you remember what you thought about that?
MR. MICHEL:  At first I didn’t like it. I thought it was comforting to know that there was sort of a sense of security, or control here that I got accustomed to. 

MRS. MICHEL: That was my feeling too. I thought, “Oh gosh, now everybody is coming in.” [Laughter] Yes. That was a comfort.

MR. MICHEL:  Do you find a consensus on that?

MR. JOHNSON: A general feeling, yeah.

MRS. MICHEL: We took a picture of the billboards.
MR. MICHEL: Parade.

MRS. MICHEL: That was up, you know…

MR. MICHEL: Oh.

MRS. MICHEL: …that said how many days there had been since the last accident. Do you remember? 

MR. MICHEL: Yeah. That’s right.

MRS. MICHEL: It was just before we were married in 1949 and since then the accident rate has just multiplied, but when it was a closed community, it was a very safe place. 

MR. MICHEL: Traffic wise, yeah.

MR. JOHNSON: In general, I think.


MR. MICHEL: I think it was, too, yeah.

[Dog snorting]

MRS. MICHEL: Oh, she got her bone again.

MR. JACKSON: That’s right.

MRS. MICHEL: So proud of that, yes. 

[Dog snorting]

MR. MICHEL: Give me that.

MRS. MICHEL: But we noticed that whenever we had relatives visit us, they were very apprehensive about coming.

MR. JOHNSON: Because of the guards and the gates.

MRS. MICHEL: Yes. There was just a little bit of fear that if you did the slightest thing wrong, you were going to be thrown in jail or hauled off forever, or something.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you ever have that feeling that if you weren’t careful something might happen to you?

MRS. MICHEL: Yes. I did because we had to, we were subjected to lie detector tests and although I knew I had done nothing wrong, you know, but whenever they would ask me, “Have you removed any classified material from the plant?” I kept thinking, “Oh my God, that fountain pen I brought home.” [Laughter] Yeah, just things like that. Every once in a while, something would happen that would remind you that there was constant surveillance. 
MR. JOHNSON: This was the lie detector tests during the war, or after the war? During the war?

MR. MICHEL: After the war as well. Oh yeah.

MRS. MICHEL: During and after.

MR. JACKSON: These were just periodic or…

MR. MICHEL: I’m not sure they were during as much as I think about it.

MRS. MICHEL: I can’t remember.

MR. MICHEL: I know they were after. 

MRS. MICHEL: They were so frightening to me, I just blocked them out. But, for example, John was questioned quite heavily one time because there turned out to be a man who was writing articles for the Daily Worker.
MR. MICHEL: No, it was some other magazine. I’ve forgotten now, what it was. 

MRS. MICHEL: Spell his name. [Inaudible]. They would call him time, after time, after time.

MR. MICHEL: I met with them three or four times before they even told me what it was. I kept going, “What did you find?” [Laughter]

MRS. MICHEL: “What have I done? I’m sorry.” [Laughter]

MR. MICHEL: So what it turned out to be was really it was a guy named John Michel had written a letter to this magazine and had used the word “reactionary.” They never did tell me the whole story. I never did know what it was. 

MR. JOHNSON: When did you start to think of yourselves as Oak Ridgers? Early or late?

MRS. MICHEL: When our children were born, I guess. At least, that’s when I did because it really became home.
MR. MICHEL: When we bought our home.

MRS. MICHEL: You know when you produce a new citizen.

MR. MICHEL: Yeah, and then we just got our first house too, started cutting the grass. It seems like, oh.

MRS. MICHEL: That’s when we, I guess, we stopped thinking, oh, we’ll probably move away and go somewhere else. In fact, for a period, John went away on interview trips, just like we were going to leave this place and nothing seemed quite as green as…

MR. MICHEL: But you know, I think we’ve gotten awfully provincial or something, but we lived in Australia and lived around the world. I’ve lived a lot of places in this country, and really this area here suits us just as good as any place I have seen. In a lot of ways…

[Inaudible crosstalk] 

MRS. MICHEL: It’s hard to beat a place like this, except for days like this. John would rather be out playing [inaudible], but it’s awfully hard to place where the seasons are so beautiful, and the temperature is not so horrible.

MR. MICHEL: Extreme either way.

MRS. MICHEL: It’s not extremely cold. It’s not extremely hot, and it’s just a nice place to live. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah. I think it’s really pleasant.

MRS. MICHEL: You drop a seed in the ground, you know. It’s just beautiful for you. We love it here. In fact, it is my home. I hope to die here. 

MR. JOHNSON: Not anytime soon. 

MRS. MICHEL: No. I can wait a while. We just got back from a nice vacation in the Bahamas. You know it’s nice to be there for a while, but it’s always nice to come home again. 

MR. JOHNSON: So you’re glad it worked out the way it did.

MRS. MICHEL: Yes. 

MR. JACKSON: What you say was the best part of being in Oak Ridge during the war?

MRS. MICHEL: I can’t speak except just to say that I was away from home and it was fun to be here and that’s what it was for me. 

MR. MICHEL: I think it was really more the fact that you were in a large group of people and made good friends, I think. I lived in Cleveland and Chicago and of course, there a guy my age was looked at kind of funny in civilian clothes. In fact, I use to get accused of being in the FBI, all the time, and down here people were about your age in the same situation and made some real good friends. And I just think that made a difference more than any facility. You kind of miss the big city life a little bit at that time, but there were enough of other things to do [inaudible].
MRS. MICHEL: Well, it was nice for me because I met some people, the kinds of people I never knew existed in [inaudible]. For example, people who could tell me about other philosophies, and other religions, and other races. As I said before, I had been brought up in such a narrow home that I didn’t know about these things really, aside from having passed fifth grade geography, that was just about all I knew. It was an eye opener for me. 

MR. JOHNSON: I was just wondering if you remembered anything in particular about the racial situation here in Oak Ridge during the war, and shortly after. It was a segregated housing situation, of course.

MRS. MICHEL: I would say that from the white view point, I never saw any antagonism. I think the same sense of everybody being in it together…

MR. JOHNSON: Extended to race.

MRS. MICHEL: I really believe so.

MR. MICHEL: I had a little bit different feeling. I had come from the North, Cleveland and Chicago and there were technical blacks working in the lab there as well. I came down here and there was none of that. It really hit me that these black people here are different than black people in the North. Now there can be all kinds of reasons for that, but that contrast hit me. They were all without exception, I guess, in the janitorial, or construction level, they were more or less completely separated where as in Chicago and Cleveland, you were in more contact, and some in a similar intellectual level as well. I remember that distinct feeling.
MRS. MICHEL: I can see how you would. See, I didn’t have that feeling because I had brought up in the South and I had been used to seeing the blacks as a certain class. Everyone was [inaudible] ironed shirts in church. So I didn’t…

MR. JOHNSON: That’s my experience too. I, thinking back on that, and think how can that be, you know.

MRS. MICHEL: This is the beautiful thing about Oak Ridge is that it’s almost like a little [inaudible] you have so many people from so many countries and different places. Everyone is accepting. Now there might be, there was a time at Oak Ridge High School when race relations were bad, but at the plants, it has never been bad because we had technical blacks, reds, yellows, purples, greens, everything. 

MR. JACKSON: Were you struck when you came down here by the separate restrooms and separate drinking fountains?

MR. MICHEL: Yeah, I was. That didn’t, I’ll never forget over at the Sears [inaudible] use to have white and colored, but another guy went with me and he went over there and turned on the faucet, “That’s not colored water.” [Laughter]

MR. JACKSON: That’s funny. [Laughter]

MRS. MICHEL: Well, I will tell you this. There was a little bit of snobbishness about the people who had come from the North or the Midwest here. 

MR. MICHEL: Particularly I think some of the New Yorkers had…

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, there was a little bit of that and I began to resent some of that. After I began to meet more and more people and sort out the people whom I thought I could have some sort of decent rapport with, I sluffed off those characters who were snobbish about the South.

MR. MICHEL: They were always complaining about how wonderful New York City was, or something. 

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah.

MR. MICHEL: I suppose if you’re raised in the big city, this is a big change for you.

MRS. MICHEL: I’ll never forget one night I had accepted a blind date. This girl who lived in the dorm with me said, “No, why don’t you go out with Joe and Jack?” So we’ll go out with Joe and Jack. We got in the car and we were going to Knoxville to some, it must have been that dive that’s a club over there. It was like an old 1930’s speak easy. Oh, I can’t remember the name of that thing. It was horrible.

MR. MICHEL: Was it in Knoxville or on the highway?

MRS. MICHEL: It was downtown. Club 109 or something.

MR. MICHEL: Oh yeah. 

MRS. MICHEL: It was horrible, but anyway, on the way over there they kept talking about, “Well, we’ll have to go to this filthy place called Knoxville,” and they started saying all these atrocious things about Knoxville. Here I was, you know, essentially from Knoxville. My parents at that point were living in Knoxville and I was a Southerner and I really got my hair up over that. They started talking about, well, one of the favorite questions when you’re introduced to someone was, “Where are you from?” So they asked me where I was from and I told them Des Moine, Iowa. Of course, they knew it was a lie because of my accent was purely Southern, but I wouldn’t tell them I was from Knoxville, after all those things they said.
MR. JACKSON: Were there distinctions like that, were there economic or social distinctions, for example, say people in the dorm versus people in cemesto homes, versus people in trailers? 

MR. MICHEL: I wasn’t aware of it.

MRS. MICHEL: No, I think it was rare that somebody was able to pull strings and get a better situation. I think everyone was pretty much on the same cue. Particularly when your boss’ wife would ask you to stand in the cigarette line for her, you know. Your boss just becomes a beggar at that point. In those days, I didn’t smoke. I also didn’t drink. I still don’t drink, but I was asked to stand in line for this and that, you know, meat, sugar, shoes, cigarettes. My boss said, “Oh, my wife is out of cigarettes. Would you go stand in line for her?” 

MR. MICHEL: There was no established social levels, of course. I think there has been more of that since here, as the institutions developed, the Country Club and that type of thing. That was nonexistent then. There was really no evidence of that. I think that was maybe a unique feature. 

MR. JACKSON: I asked you [inaudible]. What did you like best about being here? What did you like least? Any particular things stand out?

MR. MICHEL: You mean the early days or now?

MR. JOHNSON: Early days.

MR. JACKSON: Early days.

MR. MICHEL: Early days. 
MRS. MICHEL: I suppose for me, I disliked the, mainly the discomforts of the place. The dorms were awfully hot in the summer and dry. The food was bad and there was always the mud and dust to put up with, inconveniences, but…

MR. MICHEL: I think during the war and the early days there seemed to be a sustained sense of importance in your job and sort of which allowed you to put up with a lot of things. They weren’t really that important. I guess a lot of those things were less desirable, certainly. 

MR. JACKSON: We feel we could write a chapter on the laundry. Some people remember and we know of a great deal about it because there were just hords of letters.

MRS. MICHEL: The laundry?

MR. JACKSON: Yeah, losing everything. Apparently every third bundle that went in the laundry was lost.

MR. JOHNSON: Just never came out.

MR. JACKSON: Never came back. 

MR. JOHNSON: People would be pleading six months later trying to get their bundles back. 

MRS. MICHEL: We never had that…

MR. MICHEL: We accused them of having a button remover. [Laughter] When they came back, all the buttons would be off your shirt, or something. But I didn’t have too much problem with that. 

MRS. MICHEL: I didn’t have any problem with that at all because I took my things home to be washed.

MR. JACKSON: We ran across a letter from some poor woman who had taken apparently her whole spring wardrobe into to be dry cleaned and they washed it [inaudible] [Laughter].

MRS. MICHEL: Oh.

MR. JACKSON: Did, when the war was over in ’46, ’47, did life, did your life change very much from what it had been in the war period? 

MR. MICHEL: Well, in a sense it did. I don’t think it was all together to do with that particular event, but that shifted from rotating shift work to straight day work and got involved in a sort of different phase of work, which was new and challenging. We were also able to move out of the dorms. Six of us guys rented a big D house and we had a, called 215 Club. That was a shift in life style there, mostly because we did our own cooking. 

MR. JACKSON: So some houses became available. 

MR. MICHEL: That’s right. That was a big change. 

MRS. MICHEL: I did the same thing, not with six guys, but with six girls. [Laughter] 

MR. JOHNSON: Moved into an apartment, or a D house?

MRS. MICHEL: A D house. 

MR. JOHNSON: D house.

MRS. MICHEL: [Inaudible]. [Laughter] It was fun.

MR. MICHEL: We’ve kept up with a lot of those guys that were in that original group now. They’ve all gone. We’re the only ones left, I think. 

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, as a matter of fact, one of the housemates of mine, her home town was in some small town in Rhode Island. When we were living in Sydney, one day the doorbell rang and I went to the door and there was this lady, and she said, “I’m Marian John’s sister.” Marion was my housemate back in 1940 something, you know. We still keep in touch. 
MR. MICHEL: Would you believe three of the guys in this D house, owned a LaSalle.

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, that’s a good car.

MR. MICHEL: If they had kept it, it would have been worth something, right?

MR. JACKSON: Absolutely. Yeah.

MR. MICHEL: We drove down to Chattanooga. They never put too much gas in it because they always had to stop frequently for oil. [Laughter] 

MRS. MICHEL: We had to ride in these huge cattle-like buses.

MR. JOHNSON: Cattle cars.

MR. MICHEL: Yeah. Trailers.

MR. JOHNSON: They called them cattle cars, trailer buses.

MRS. MICHEL: Yeah, and I was working at K-25 and I was on nightshift working. I was about, let’s see. How old was I? About 17, I had just graduated from high school and left the Western Union office and had gotten on at K-25 and when you go through the gate, the guards, the MPs would get on, you know and check the badge. So, one night, he looked at my badge and he looked at me and said, “You’ll have to come to the guard office.” I thought, “Oh, dear mother. What have I done?” So he took me in the guard house, and I just didn’t know what was going to happen. He said, “I want to know your address and your telephone number.” So, you know I gave it to him. I was afraid not to. He called me the next night and said, “How about a date?” [Laughter] 

MR. MICHEL: You know, looking back on that and the day’s emphasis on carpooling and conservation, we sure moved a lot of people with a little gasoline.

MR. JACKSON: Yeah, I guess that’s probably right. 

MR. JOHNSON: Three gallons of gas a week with an A sticker.

MR. MICHEL: Yeah, that’s right. I mean just the buses to and from work. 

MR. JOHNSON: Well, we’ve covered most of it.

MR. JACKSON: Yeah. I asked you whether your life changed. Did you have any sense that Oak Ridge was changing, any sense of sharp change with the end of the war?

MR. MICHEL: Well, I think there was a lot of attitude of uncertainty as to what was going to happen to the project, which was built for a specific purpose during the war. There were of course a lot of guys who left right after the war, but you may have heard or remember that right after the war, there was still an extended period of military service required. There was still, this was still a sanctuary. People didn’t want to get in the Army at that time and so there was still, that sort of kept that attitude of a little bit going on, I think, and the importance of the place, you know. Then, as I say, from then, when you live day to day with, in a certain situation, it’s hard to detect any sudden changes. The only sudden ones are like when they opened the gates. You know about that. 

MR. JACKSON: How about when the MED [Manhattan Engineer District] when out of business and the AEC [Atomic Energy Commission] came in? Was that a concern?
MR. MICHEL: It wasn’t to me particularly. I think that…

[End of Interview]
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