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MR. JOHNSON: Herbert Pomerance, 104 Ulena Lane, Oak Ridge, Tennessee, March 27, 1976, with Charles Johnson, University of Tennessee, History Department. 
[Break in audio]

MR. JOHNSON: …participatory…

MR. POMERANCE: Yeah, it’s participatory. If you don’t participate in creating entertainment, you won’t stay here. If you are the kind that lives in a big city, you pay five dollars and go to the theater. You pay a dollar and a half and go to the museum. You can decide where you want to go anytime. Here you can’t. Here you have to create the entertainment if you’re going to enjoy it. So I’ve been in the orchestra since I came. I came to Oak Ridge with one or two suitcases, I’ve forgotten, and a cello. 

MR. JOHNSON: [Laughter]

MR. POMERANCE: And I’m still playing cello in the orchestra, and an amateur. My wife is active in the ballet and theater as a prop maker. She did once act, too, before we were married. There are the African Violet Clubs too. I don’t mean necessarily music and theater, but you have to participate. That’s the way you meet people. I think some of us old timers even look down on the churches for that reason. It tied people up and kept them in, too many of them within one little pail, the church activities.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s interesting.

MR. POMERANCE: But Oak Ridge is a place where you participate, or you get out. It’s like the New Yorkers. They are the most perverse of people. 

MR. JOHNSON: In some ways…

MR. POMERANCE: That’s their trouble, coming down here. I can think of one woman that it took here two years to learn to like Oak Ridge. Her husband had a good job here, and he was happy with it, but then, having coming here, well, she’s the one who went back to the big city. She’s divorced now, but for the most part, they don’t want to go back, but the New Yorkers are representative of a class that is the hardest ones to come to enjoy this place.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, you have to kind of take it for what it is. I came here ten years ago from Michigan and hadn’t planned on staying very long at UT [University of Tennessee]. Very gradually, it happened to me, that I realized after a while that I liked the place a lot.

MR. POMERANCE: I don’t think you would have in ’47. UT has changed. 

MR. JOHNSON: That’s true.

MR. POMERANCE: That’s where Oak Ridge had it over Knoxville during the war, but because we represented all the states and the university and academic community, when they talk about the 75,000 people who were here during the war, that counts construction. That’s not fair because they lived in real temporary dwellings.
MR. JOHNSON: Trailers and hutments.

MR. POMERANCE: That’s been abolished now and the operating people and were here in a permanent way were a much smaller group. That’s where you had the heavy representation of academic disciplines. So they brought their cultural views, likes for foods, their sports, whatever recreation they had. So Oak Ridge still has, for instance, a chamber music series. There will be a program this coming Friday or Saturday, I’ve forgotten. Knoxville has never been able to get such a necessary thing as a chamber music series going.

MR. JOHNSON: The chamber music series here is very close to over subscribed, this I understand. It’s not very easy to get tickets.

MR. POMERANCE: That’s right. That’s a problem with the theater. The theater seats 240 and we can’t get a decent theater with another… 

[Phone rings]

[Break in audio]

MR. POMERANCE: …he was in on the organization of music here in Oak Ridge. They put a notice in the paper, anyone interested show up in room 202, high school, 7:30 to 10, Tuesday night. And that’s how I met them too. There was a chorus going, but I think we were college people, many of us. We brought our culture with us. We deprecated the lack of sour cream and kosher salami and whatever other delicate [inaudible] items there were. There was one little place in Knoxville, and that was kind of our joke, having heard my complaint that there was no sour cream here, came down on a visit once with a pint of sour cream in her suitcase for me. 

MR. JOHNSON: You’re from New York area.

MR. POMERANCE: I’m Chicago.

MR. JOHNSON: Chicago.

MR. POMERANCE: My wife is from Northern California, born in San Joaquin Valley and then after she was 10, lived in Berkeley and the surrounding area. So she came. When we lived in Europe, I told people that she came to Oak Ridge to find me and it’s the same distance from Lisbon to Helsinki.
MR. JOHNSON: [Laughter]

MR. POMERANCE: I came only a short distance. Only 500 some miles.

MR. JOHNSON: 500 some. Were you at the University of Chicago?

MR. POMERANCE: I was at the University of Chicago. That’s how I got onto the project. In fact, well one reason I suppose I came down here was because there was a tendency to take the less attached people and send them here.

MR. JOHNSON: Less attached in terms of…?

MR. POMERANCE: In terms of family. 

MR. JOHNSON: Family, marriage, house.

MR. POMERANCE: If they had school aged children, they were less likely to come here. That’s why the schools here had so few during the war and why there was a big wave that built up and it was only after 1950 when they built the new high school, they didn’t have enough students. They kept four years, four grades there. Then a few years later when the wave was getting up there then they made it a three year school, put them back down in the junior high school. But that wave represents the fact that children had to be born here really after ’45.

MR. JOHNSON: Is that so? 

MR. POMERANCE: Waldo Cohn, who you heard speak, had a three-year-old boy when he came here, but my men who brought me down here, his child was born a month or two after I came down, just four months after I came down. So it went. There were no children. The schools weren’t… In fact, there were no babysitters. There were no high school girls. So, I know you want to know about the life in Oak Ridge.

MR. JOHNSON: Yes.

MR. POMERANCE: The dormitories were mandatory if you were single. So we put up with it. The soldiers had even worse. They had potbellied stoves in barracks that had 40 beds. We at least had individual rooms or some double rooms. Some people were even made to live double in a single room. So we had no place to practice piano, no place to play Ping-Pong except maybe there was one table eventually at a recreation hall. So our recreation couldn’t be in the dorms, was just no way. Although after the war, I think there was some that had three double rooms who got some bunks somehow or other and bunked in two rooms and the third room they put in a refrigerator and brought in their beer and chocolate and put their chairs there and had a little social place for the phonograph, but for the rest of us that was not so. 
MR. JOHNSON: It was simply too crowded to… Not any room for it. 

MR. POMERANCE: There was no facilities. Well, I had a room. The building gave me eight feet by 12 feet and when you subtract the width of the wall, I had seven and a half by 11 and a half with a little bitty closet, a writing desk, and a bed, and a bureau. So I was lucky to be able to put the cello in there and the music and some phonograph records that I had. So, for one thing, we were carriers of news. I could go visit Mrs. Cohn after having supper at the cafeteria and well, I had dinner with some other people, “What did you have for dinner?” or I could talk about having gone into Knoxville to shop, or going to Knoxville for a concert. We carried the news around that way. There weren’t any telephones either.
MR. JOHNSON: That’s…

MR. POMERANCE: For quite a while.

MR. JOHNSON: That took quite a while to get enough phones in. 

MR. POMERANCE: Another thing is you see the Cohns would need a babysitter. If there are no school kids, you have to get the adults. So you get the ones you know from work. I remember there was a soldier working for Waldo Cohn who wanted to practice piano. So he was a regular babysitter for them. The boy used to go to sleep at 7:30 and then the soldier had all evening to practice. The story was he would babysit only if there was a baby grand. I babysat. What we got then was our dinner. They’d invite us for dinner, and then you stayed and they’d be back at 10 o’clock. You could play the phonograph. You could have a little party here if you wanted to. So we were the babysitters. If they went away for a vacation, they’d want to keep the house aired out, or the furnace going, depending on the season. Someone from the dorm was invited then to live in. We were all responsible people then because we were over 20. We weren’t high school kids. We were college graduates. 
MR. JOHNSON: Right. 

MR. POMERANCE: There were secretaries too, I don’t mean necessarily academics. So I know my wife once had a house for four weeks, just before we were married.

MR. JOHNSON: Just watching.

MR. POMERANCE: I had a house for one week. I don’t remember having longer periods. Yeah, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: It just got you out of the dorms and into a…

MR. POMERANCE: Yeah, that’s right. I couldn’t bring my mother into see my room, the dorms. Institutionally, we were treated like inferior people. Socially, we were no problem, but institutionally, we were inferior. No women could come past the front desk. So there was no way to socialize in the dorms, except in the front parlor they had, or go the rec halls or the cafeteria. Those were the places to socialize.

MR. JOHNSON: Rec halls were pretty crowded?

MR. POMERANCE: Oh, they had the Susie Q going all the time. The juke box was going. Oh, they had a fair population, but that wasn’t the only kind of recreation you want. So much more popular, at least the groups I was in, was the cafeteria, which was open 24 hours. You could go in and buy a dish of French fries, or a cup of coffee, who knows what and just sit there all night. That’s where we did go and eat. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you, were the friends that you had here friends that you had made up in Chicago and you sort of all came down together and stayed together, or…?

MR. POMERANCE: No, I think we had built up kind of Oak Ridge families and a few people, yes, we may have known earlier, but not many. I don’t think that the ones I knew in Oak Ridge were ones I knew from Chicago. 

MR. JOHNSON: I was just wondering how friendships formed say, in ’43, ’44, down here.

MR. POMERANCE: Oh, a great factor was work. You knew them because you were in the Chemistry Division, and they were in the Chemistry Division, or I knew them because of music, or we’d want to go hiking and somehow or other, you’d met them and so you got to know them because…

MR. JOHNSON: These people were hikers.

MR. POMERANCE: I don’t even remember now why the groups, we picnicked together around here. I can’t think quickly. I don’t remember now how I got to know some of the girls working the Army offices, the USED, they had a girls club which was the USED girls club and not to be pronounced used, but I had just a couple of them I guess I had known because of religion. I had a kind of agnostic Jewish upbringing and I did go around to the Passover service that they had the first year I was here. That was a real big social event, anytime we eat, it’s a social event. So, I did meet some people there, I didn’t continue going to the services. I don’t know if I went to anything other than a wedding, besides from that, but that was another place I probably met some. I can’t really tell you how I got to know some others. I knew a WAC quite well, but she was a violinist in the orchestra, still friendly with her. If I’m ever up near Albany, New York, I’d stop in and met the family. 

MR. JOHNSON: So some of the friendships have lasted, even though the people have moved away.

MR. POMERANCE: Oh yes, sure. Sure. In fact, I would, my wife likes children of our friends to call her Aunt Elle, or Great-aunt Elle. There is that very strong feeling that we are family here. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you feel that you were coming down to a pretty primitive, pretty foreign kind of situation when you left Chicago and came to Tennessee?

MR. POMERANCE: Yeah, it was known as, I don’t know, Mud Flats, or in Berkeley, they called it Shangri La or Dogpatch, or hoot and holler, I don’t know. But I can’t really say that I felt that there was going to be anything terrible about it. I was open-minded. 
MR. JOHNSON: I was wondering what you expected when you came down, what you anticipated finding here. Did it fit in at all with…? Or was it a leap in the dark?

MR. POMERANCE: I guess the same could be said if I had gone to Boston. I was originally scheduled to go to the radar lab at MIT [Massachusetts Institute of Technology], but then they needed a skill I had in this project. The OSRD was written and agreed that I could transfer my allegiance. I didn’t have to show up at the radiation lab. I could come into this project. So I spent a year first at Chicago and MIT too, for the spec lab, this project, before coming here. I can’t say that there was, that I felt differently about coming here than if I had gone to Boston. I didn’t know anybody in Boston when I went there for a half year. 

MR. JOHNSON: At least there was a city there. There was something established there. Here was…

MR. POMERANCE: Sure. But I can’t say what I thought the week before I came. The week after I came I had no problem because the very first day I met the guys at the Lab, came and had supper with one of them. He said there was a fellow chemist who was ill and he was staying at somebody’s house. Let’s go… I told him I would go up and visit him, went up and visited. Got started right off. 

MR. JOHNSON: You worked at X-10.

MR. POMERANCE: Yeah, worked at X-10. X-10 is unique here and I cannot judge the other labs. The other labs were production places and they didn’t have the heart that we had at our place. Ours was run as a research, more like a university research place. Fellows put in plenty of hours. Our standard work week was 48 hours. The Army said that too many people are taking a late bus to work and we had a sign-up sheet to see who showed up late. The lab director said he didn’t like the idea, but if we had to do it, he wanted the sign-up sheet to be both ways. 

MR. JOHNSON: When you left and when you…

MR. POMERANCE: So it showed that the average work week was 54 hours. 

MR. JOHNSON: So you had the feeling that the people who were working at X-10 were at least paying their dues. 

MR. POMERANCE: They were at the other places too, on the developmental work and construction, the technical stuff. I think at K-25, many of them put in extra hours, but the difference was the management looked at them differently. I think there they were forced to come in on time, even if they did work longer hours. We did put in some overtime work. The differences showed up both in the Army and in Carbide, which operated K-25. I’m not sure about Tennessee Eastman and Y-12, but the Army representative in our place was a major. 

MR. JOHNSON: Recall his name off hand?

MR. POMERANCE: Yeah, E.J. Murphy. 

MR. JOHNSON: Murphy, ok.

MR. POMERANCE: He was a professor of physics at NYU and in the reserve and then came here. At the end of the war, when they were passing medals out, he got the same ribbon that a girl who was handling traffic and travel at the Army offices got. But they got real medals at the other places. Ours was kind of lost because the others were production plants. We didn’t have all the top secret stuff. The production figures were top secret there. You had to be a captain and run around with a top secret number to carry the documents. So those places were just heavily infiltrated with Army officers.
MR. JOHNSON: You had less of that there I guess.
MR. POMERANCE: We didn’t have that problem. We had Major Murphy. We had Captain Grafton in charge of Army property and a half-time patent officer, some other officer. That’s all we had about the Army, plus of course we had the soldiers who came in in fatigues, on lab duty. While working at the Lab, they could wear what the Lab ordered them to. It was only in town that they got to wear their Army uniforms. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the feeling in town that there were an awful lot of soldiers around, or did it seem to be mainly a civilian community with kind of a small mixture of military? 

MR. POMERANCE: Oh, we were definitely aware of the soldiers, at least we singles certainly were. For one thing there were 1,200 of them here. The population of X-10 at the end of the war was 1,200. So you see, well, there were also 25,000 at the other plants, but they all had Bachelor’s degrees and Masters. Maybe there were some that only had two years of college. So they were a group we mixed with. Now the 300 military police I don’t think I knew any of them.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, well, they were on the gates, so you probably wouldn’t have had much contact with them. 

MR. POMERANCE: The soldiers, the SED men, the ones who were…

MR. JOHNSON: At the castle.

MR. POMERANCE: The ones who were technical and working at the Lab did know those fellows because they mixed at the PX and barracks. There was that funny summer of ’45 the Army officer in charge of the technical men said that you’re all college men. You can wear ties as part of your uniform. Military police aren’t college, they had different rules. I think one of my best friends was an Army man, had a degree in architecture and working at the signal office here, communications. There were still several working at the Lab. I can remember working knowing them during the war. I never went to the, I went to the PX only about once. I had an Army man working for me. He was a pharmacist, worked for me for half a year before he was transferred over to another operation. 

MR. JOHNSON: We’re sort of, among other things were interested in security and the care, the caution that you had to take in talking beyond a certain circle about what you were doing. Did you get the feeling that, say, if you talked too much or talked unwisely that somebody was going to find out about it. Did you get the feeling that there were intelligence people around who…?
MR. POMERANCE: Yeah, we were aware of them because they showed up in many, many ways. One was a fellow who worked elsewhere with a man who went to Los Alamos, and he wrote to him, and said, “Do they censor your mail?” He got no answer, and asked a second time and a third time. The third time he said, “If you don’t answer, I’ll know that they do.” A few days later the men came in and questioned him about it. So we knew that there was security. I was asked about a fellow working at K-25, whom I knew because he married a family friend. He was then divorced and then came down here. The question was asked, “In talking with him, did you talk about the power of anything that was being built here?” My answer was we didn’t have to because we both knew what was up, but I knew they investigated him. In fact, I think they eased him out. There was a man who was in his forties. See, the high school had probably a bigger population by night than by day. One of the courses that was offered was Russian. The man who was going to teach it was himself a Russian. So the Manhattan District security looked him up and decided that he still had relatives in the Crimea and he was given 48 hours to leave Oak Ridge. So they had to find another instructor for the course. You couldn’t be Russian and teach Russian, which is no worse than the old Tennessee law that said you couldn’t be born in France and teach French here in Tennessee. The law was only ended half a dozen years ago, the same year that the monkey law was passed, the Scopes law. The same year they said that all teachers in public schools had to be American natives. That law was rescinded only, maybe half a dozen years ago. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you have much contact during the war years and shortly after with “natives”, Clinton, Knoxville, Oliver Springs?

MR. POMERANCE: No. I don’t think so. I did for instance in May of ’45, read that they had the bird census in Knoxville, so I went in and joined them for the day. I’m not very good at birding, but I went around and looked. Only some things like that. In July I finally, I was invited to join the hiking club, the Smokey Mountain Hiking Club and I went on a hike in July. So that maybe the only real time I met any natives, unless they were working in Oak Ridge. We did have the perimeter fence and my sister mentioned a couple of people in Knoxville, and I looked them up, but they weren’t. Although he was an accountant with Reeder Chevrolet, he’d gone to Knoxville in ’33 and he left in the ‘50’s. Was he a native? Very little. We’d hike up to Windrock. We’d stop and talk to people there, but I don’t… but then we had the fellows who married the native girls. There wasn’t much of it in part because of the cultural differences. The fellows who came in were all college graduates. The girls who were hired here were the ones who had never gone off to college. So there was a disparity. There was some marriage, but neither was I with a cob who went frolicking up on Blanket Mountain.
MR. JOHNSON: That’s the first time I’ve heard that particular phrase used.

MR. POMERANCE: That’s what they called the hill back of what is now the Garden Apartments. There were some dorms used and I heard that phrase used at the time about it. I remember a fellow who, a fellow and I came back from Gatlinburg and on the bus was a Berkeley scientist with a gal who was a chauffeur for Y-12. Ok, that was one of the connections, but culturally, I don’t think so. Even the Playhouse, a woman still I know at the Playhouse had to come here from Birmingham. There had to be that same selectivity. If she came from Birmingham, she was selected. If she came from the neighboring county, she was not selected academically. So, maybe that’s an answer for you.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s a piece of it anyway. 

MR. POMERANCE: Now, my wife came from California and she had been here two years, two and a half years when we engaged. One fellow went home and told his wife that Herb Pomerance is engaged. “Oh”, she said, “To who?” “Oh,” he said, “a local girl.” They just had been talking about this matter. There are no local girls to match the fellows. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you think…? Well, I’ve got a couple of questions. Did you think, or were you concerned with, or did you think that it was going to work? This whole project, throwing everything together in here, was it going to make it come out with something at the end, or was it just going to be a kind of educational experience, maybe going to learn some things.

MR. POMERANCE: I think that all the fellows had the spirit that I had. As a graduate student, I heard Professor Dempster mention that the Kiser-Wilhelm Institute near Berlin was engaged in building and using uranium fission for a bomb. The information wasn’t really accurate, but that’s what goaded us on. The Germans were going to get there first. There was even one fellow, Lyle Borst [sp?] had the idea maybe we should fix up a submarine to take samples of river water. If the Germans had a processing plant, they are just charging some radio isotopes in the water and it will flow out the river into the North Sea and we can pick up some of the contaminated water and test it, or the kelp which concentrates radio iodine. Now there was real fear that the Germans would have it. So we were working with a real goal. There was no hiding it from the men who worked the, it kind of distressed me that the manual for operation of the chemical processing plant had on the first page the purpose of the project of the plant here is to produce plutonium for military purposes and the fellows who were at the chemical processing plant operators didn’t give a hoot. They were the ones running around the halls of the dorms and use the fire extinguishers to squirt somebody, you know, real horseplay. I don’t know whether they read that first page, but certainly the fellows in the labs all were aware. Compton even, Arthur Compton, when I had been here only a few months, called in the whole technical staff and spoke about the project as a whole. Now we didn’t know how to make a bomb, but we knew that the purpose was a bomb and we didn’t really know more than that. The energy of fission was the energy for the bomb. So it wasn’t hidden from us in the plant. When the physician was asked at the meeting you went to, did the physicians ever learn? I knew from one of the girls in the USED, in the Castle, she’s from Buffalo, New York. She didn’t care for the local people. She said there wasn’t the same sharpness of speech. There was only one local girl that she ever enjoyed, but she was the one who knew the physicians, quite a few of them. She said that in May of ’45, they finally caught on to why they had been trained to treat fluoride burns because uranium hexafluoride is the chemical at K-25.
MR. JOHNSON: Right. 

MR. POMERANCE: So, this would say that I agree with Johnson that physicians weren’t told the purpose here, but also I gathered that some of them figured out from the preparations that they made for accidents. But the technical staff was allowed to know. The operators were not.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. Did you think that you would succeed, that you would…?

MR. POMERANCE: Well, we had no way of knowing. We knew that we had succeeded in making plutonium at our place. We developed a process at the pilot plant down to detail and it was taken over in Hanford for the full scale. We were, did get to know that our place was 250 feet long. Their plant was 850 feet long, a real canyon, really set up for high level work. We knew that Hanford was operating because they started out, fell flat on their face, and it took a couple days to catch on to what was wrong.
MR. JOHNSON: I read about that.

MR. POMERANCE: The Xenon problem. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. POMERANCE: So we knew that things were working. We didn’t know the productivity of Y-12 here, but we got little stories about whether K-25 was up to, getting up or there is the S-50 plant which was torn down right after the war. So we knew that stuff was being made, but we had no way of knowing about the bomb, the Los Alamos work.

MR. JOHNSON: How far it was…?

MR. POMERANCE: How far and the first indication that I had that the bomb was in hand was the petition to the Secretary of War to have a demonstration bomb and not one on a population, populated city. That was about the time of the Alamogordo Test. So that was when we got an inkling how close things were to fruition. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have quite a bit of support here for the petition to the Secretary?

MR. POMERANCE: I don’t know. I don’t know. There was probably only at most 200 people eligible to have read the thing and signed it. I really don’t know how many signatures. I know that the petition had to be a stern secret. The director of the plant, Martin Whitaker was afraid of the petition more from a security standpoint than from the content, but the petition was out on, I remember, the Chemistry Division director’s desk. I was in Analytical Chemistry, but we were joining. It was there for several days and that’s where I saw it, but if you ask me how I knew I don’t even know if I signed it. I think I did, but I haven’t thought about it for years and I don’t really remember, but there was a worry also about the security side. Are you killing yourself for work in this country? You’d be blacklisted, but the petition was there and I don’t know. Off hand, I guess three dozen, but I don’t really have a good way of saying how many at the plant signed it. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you happen to be in Oak Ridge the day that the news came that the bomb had gone off? 

MR. POMERANCE: Sure. There was no work done that day. 

MR. JOHNSON: It’s sort of odd. People we’ve talked to so far, only a couple were in Oak Ridge, most of the others were on vacation, or they were up at Windrock, or one place or another. 

MR. POMERANCE: Couldn’t be. It was a Tuesday.

MR. JOHNSON: Monday.

MR. POMERANCE: Monday?

MR. JOHNSON: Well the fellow I just talked to said it was Monday. I don’t know, the 6th of August.

MR. POMERANCE: I know it’s the problem of Japan being a Tuesday. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. 

MR. POMERANCE: I guess that’s what it is.

MR. JOHNSON: But they were, since it was August, somebody was up visiting parents and they had three or four days.

MR. POMERANCE: No, I thought… See we had a maximum of two weeks’ vacation. We weren’t long-time employees, any of us. So we couldn’t get more. My first year on the project, they almost didn’t give us vacations at all. They felt that they needed us to work. But then the ruling was if they didn’t get vacations they wouldn’t work. They wouldn’t be physically fit to work. 

MR. JOHNSON: Which is probably true. 

MR. POMERANCE: So, yes, I was at the Lab and somebody, some wife phoned into her husband to say that she had heard it on the radio news broadcast and that’s how we learned it. Really, it was someone’s wife phoning in. so, but we didn’t know much about it, not until the Smyth Report came out could we even know something about the size of the project. At least at my level, we didn’t have any great knowledge of the magnitude of the deal.
MR. JOHNSON: What was the reaction that day? Do you remember? Is it one of those days where it’s as Roosevelt died, or Kennedy was shot, that you know where you were?

MR. POMERANCE: VJ day was the big celebration here.

MR. JOHNSON: I see.

MR. POMERANCE: VJ day was, I think it was the only time I ever threw up from drinking liquor. That’s when you went around to everybody’s house, and I don’t know what, and rang the siren in the dorm and worked the fire extinguishers. I don’t know, did anything you wanted to. That was VJ day. That was the big celebration. On the day that Hiroshima got the bomb, it sure stopped us from working and got us to talking, but we didn’t leave work early. We stayed at the Lab. I don’t know what kind of piddling we did that day, but no, my father’s story is far more grand than anything than I remember at the Lab. He had, was friendly with a man who was a writer and educator and they would see each other quite a bit. So, I mentioned the writer because he was at home at 10 o’clock in the morning when the news broadcast came. So my father got a phone call. He was a dentist, Dr. Pomerance. He said, “He did it! He did it!” Mr. Nathanson knew that I was in Oak Ridge and Oak Ridge was identified with the bomb. He told my father all he could say was, “He did it!” [Laughter] There was nothing like that down here. Yes, we knew that it worked and I think the feeling was that the bomb was used because this would have been a $2 billion folly and that they had to show something for $2 billion. So, it had a serious side that we had succeeded, that we had built the thing. Although by then it was known, yeah, the Germans had capitulated.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. POMERANCE: Now, the fellow at the Lab who got in on Project Alsos, I didn’t know he was on it, not until after the war, the book was published and he was identified with it, but he had been one in the group going through Germany with the frontline troops to see if the Germans had anything. He found the Germans had nothing. The greatest deal they had was the company that stockpiled all the thorium oxide. They were worried that it was for power until they found out that the company was going to make thoriated toothpaste. [Laughter] That’s about the greatest deal there. So, yes, we were relieved that all this work had done something and we didn’t have the meetings that they had, say, at the radiation lab, at MIT. There they built the radar systems and they would have at their bi-weekly or however often they had their meetings, they would be told about their successes of their equipment. Their equipment was hardware. It was in use. They could be told about how many submarines were sunk, or how a factory was, that guided the bombs, or whatever. They could get real direct evidence. There was nothing until finally, but we weren’t told about Alamogordo either. 
MR. JOHNSON: I understand from a few people that there were those who knew from friends that had come and gone and this kind of thing, but no official word about Alamogordo.

MR. POMERANCE: No, no official word. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you..?

MR. POMERANCE: I think that if Charles Corell [sp?] had known he would have let his section know. He was a likely place… If they knew, it was not at our place.

MR. JOHNSON: This fellow I was speaking with yesterday was from Y-12 and a friend of his had traveled back.

MR. POMERANCE: Oh sure. A lot of information had come because General Electric was doing work and the General Electric people had to travel to some of the labs. That’s how some of the information went around, just as we single people carried gossip around town to houses. 

MR. JOHNSON: Getting onto a slightly different subject, just the way the town operated, the way the whole facility was laid down here, did you get the feeling it was a fairly well run operation, or were there a lot of foul ups. 
MR. POMERANCE: I have no way of knowing. You see I lived in the dorms and the dorms overheated and that was, so you learned to keep the window open and closed it against the rain. I wasn’t aware of anything wrong. The difficulties I ascribed to and I thought my friends did to, starting up at town, they didn’t pave it. Then there were so many people with eye infections that they had to pave the town. Roane Anderson was told to organize recreation. They brought a woman in and she left after several months. She told them the story about the man at the Pentagon who put his office in the men’s room because that was the only room where a man came in, knew what he wanted to do and got it over with. [Laughter] So the recreation program, whatever it would have been, no, but as for maintaining the housing, roads and sidewalks, I thought they did it all right. It was a real nice eternalistic economy. They delivered the coal and you’d phone them for more coal. They replaced the fuses. I found my hot water heater when we moved into this house, it was an either or. It had two heating elements and only one could be on at a time. They were so weak that we almost had no hot water. So I told them and they diagnosed what was wrong and came out and took care of it. So that part of Roane Anderson helped, but you see, there were the other things like I mentioned the institutionalism of hows the dorm operated. It’s operated for 12 year old boys who mustn’t know that there are girls in this world. Or there were no recreation facility, but it wasn’t only Roane Anderson. There was a housing council. There was two men from Tennessee Eastman, two from Carbide, two from Ford, Bacon Davis, two from DuPont, or whatever. They had to make rulings. After the war, when dorms were being closed, or during, I once wrote a letter to the Manhattan District, the USED, saying that we could use washing machines in the men’s dorms. They had them in the women’s. that letter was treated like a crack pot letter, just passed around, and nobody paid attention to it. I’m the only one who signed it. See, if I had gotten a dozen to sign it, it would have been something else. After the war, they closed down so many dorms they had extra vending machines, they put them in the men’s dorms. They paid their way. So when I wrote another letter, saying that there were empty dorms, they should be able to take the dorms, have half the rooms for recreation and half for sleeping and let the technical people live in it. If this is kind of favoritism for technical people, fine, but let us have a place to practice piano, trumpet, have a place to play Ping-Pong, have  a place to play poker, whatever. Monsanto was operating our plant then. Monsanto took it up to the housing council and it was the housing council that turned it down. I can’t guarantee this. it was only, a remark was made by somebody that was there that makes me believe that Carbide opposed it. Carbide was making bomb material and Carbide had the upper hand here then after the war. 

MR. JOHNSON: I wonder why Carbide would oppose it. 

MR. POMERANCE: We still hate Carbide. We’re still having a fight at X-10 about Carbide because they insist on running our plant the way they run South Charleston, their big plant. They don’t want to have divergent policy. They don’t want librarians to be treated like professional people, but only clerks. There is a whole host of these things and rather than recognize that the lab is not what they are operating, that they are a different breed of people, they wanted to have the chemists at K-25 have no, have as many privileges as we have. They weren’t going to let us have any. It’s also the matter of the directors are all married people looking down on singles. I think that entered in too. You’re asking me why, and I don’t know, but no, we couldn’t get a separate dorm. The first thing that happened was there were so many D houses that were vacant, three bedroom houses that they were made into what were called the D dorms.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, I remember reading about those.

MR. POMERANCE: Six people could get one. The fellows then like to hire a house keeper to come in in the afternoon and cook supper for them. It was a real nice way to live, except you had no privacy, but you did have a place to practice piano, entertain, whatever you want. I once, in the darkroom that I had at the Lab, I once an afternoon, told the fellows to come in and have some tea. In the Lab with chemicals, you didn’t want to serve it for various reasons and radioactivity, but that room was clean and one of them, I forgot, he thought they ought to pitch in and pay. I told them, “Hell no. I can’t entertain in town. This is my entertainment.” So then finally in ’47, the E apartments were made available and I got two fellows to join with me in an E apartment. That was the first I got out of the dorm. 
MR. JOHNSON: So you were in the dorm then from ’43 to ’47.

MR. POMERANCE: But you see, these married people weren’t letting us have a civilized dormitory. They were letting us have civilized apartments when the apartments finally became available. Why the dormitory life is so repressed, I don’t know, but I have a petition. I think it’s still in my files somewhere. It’s a ditto. All I have is a ditto copy asking that they make something civilized out of the dorms and we could accept them the way a college dorm is in fact. That’s all that the Burton-Judson dorms were at Chicago when I was there. I didn’t live there. I lived at home and took a street car to college, but the fellows had a place to be humored.

MR. JOHNSON: But you didn’t succeed in any real way all through the war or after.

MR. POMERANCE: During the war, we didn’t fight it. The soldiers were worse off than we were who were in the Army and there are ways of getting around it and as long as all the guys in the dorm, by the way, the dorms were segregated even then. The Town Site dorms were for operation people, not for construction. So we didn’t have a rowdy crowd. Not in the east end of town. The west end was something else. So, socially the dorms were acceptable because the other guys that were there were acceptable. It wasn’t any, and we didn’t think the war was going to last long. You asked whether we were going to be successful making the bomb. I don’t think any of us thought that it was going to be an overly long war. I came here Thanksgiving of ’43 and the war was over before Thanksgiving of ’45. So it was less than two years.
MR. JOHNSON: Less than two years.

MR. POMERANCE: It was after the war that the feelings about housing for such people took over. But even now we see it. Mrs. Cohn quotes someone as saying, telling her that she lives in the cemesto area, “Oh, in the slum end of town.” This is the old end of town. The trees have grown up. It’s like a park. We have our hearts in it because this was the center when we grew up in it, but now these people know that these houses are inferior. They want to get out to the new housing on the west end. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. POMERANCE: This has been remodeled by the way, and enlarged. The old wall is right here.

MR. JOHNSON: As I came in I tried to see where it had been added because I knew something had…

MR. POMERANCE: That’s the porch. The sunroom is the old porch, closed in.

MR. JOHNSON: Okay.

Well, I don’t remember what other questions there were, but…

MR. JOHNSON: These things tend to wander, just depending on how we want to take them. 

MR. POMERANCE: Now my son grew up here. He was born here. We moved into this house when he was a half a year old. He’s now 26 and living, working in Bethesda, near Washington. He doesn’t want to like the big city. He wouldn’t mind working in Chattanooga, where he went to school briefly, but this style of life is gotten to him. When you have friends there, you don’t have friends that are all within walking distance, or a five minutes’ drive. There is a fellow, because of cutbacks, is now working at Argonne, his wife is a foreign woman who all but one year in her life in the states has been here in Oak Ridge. So they are living near Argonne Lab and she’s finding it impossible to get friends nearby. She’s playing tennis with my sister-in-law. My sister-in-law is taking care of some of her social life. That’s nine miles, or I don’t know. And that’s not even Downtown Chicago. To go to the Art Institute, you have to take the super highway in. No, they can’t find people nearby, and yet, Knoxville is, the city University is less than 25 miles. My wife and I don’t make all that much use of Knoxville. We do have some friends there, but we don’t go in much. We enjoy this short distance where you could bicycle, except for the hills...
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. 

MR. POMERANCE: …it’s so close. I don’t know that UT faculty has it that close too. 

MR. JOHNSON: Well, UT faculty is pretty, well they’re fairly badly scattered around, tend to socialize more department by department if you have maybe half a dozen couples who know each other. 

MR. POMERANCE: I know a fellow at present who plays piano and I think that’s a reason why, although he’s a professor of physics, they also have musician friends. I don’t know what other departments…

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have the feeling, well, what I’m interested in is when you began to think of yourself as an Oak Ridger as a kind of permanent resident of a town that was going to be around for quite a while that you wanted to be a part of.

MR. POMERANCE: I don’t know. I’d say by 1948 because that’s when I first worked as an election officer. In 1946, or ’47, I can’t remember when we had our first election precinct open in Oak Ridge.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s one of the things I was wondering about. We have, we’re not completely through with our research and that is one of the gaps in it. We are interested in voting and elections and this sort of thing.

MR. POMERANCE: Well, during the war we voted by absentee ballot, most of us. A few people tried to vote in the local election and Anderson County refused. Once they closed the poll early. They closed the Edgemoor Bridge so there would be no traffic over it, one thing or another. So, the first, let’s see, it was the academic men here. The wives were unemployed because there was only engineering and science here, no social sciences, and the wives were mostly not engineers and not scientists. A few wives did work at the Lab as secretaries or as technical people too, but what about a women who was in sociology, or in law, or in, taking care of retarded children, or whatever. Occupations they still get into. The first school for the palsy here was because of unemployed Oak Ridge wives who had the training. Similarly the League of Women Voters represented the women who had plenty of training for something, and no place to use it. They went out and beat the politicians heads down. They were the ones who got the voting machines in. They are the ones who got the first poll set up and the two women who were clerks at that election, one of them is a biochemist. When the problem came up about the permissible dose, she was in the middle of it. Her husband was at the Federal office, had nothing to do with it and it turned out that some of the questions went to the Lab where she was working. There was no nepotism. It was not in the same agency. They are now in an environmental lab in the research triangle, but the other woman who was working with her, one was Edeselina [sp?], and the other was Esselina [sp?]. Esselina still now lives near Kingston and those two women were the clerks for the election and because county law said that the precinct, the voting place could only be moved by vote a year earlier in the county court. They had to take what was a little Army shack where they were selling beer, take the beer cases out, set up the poll there and these two women recorded 1,400 names in nine to two or nine to three, or four hours. Nine to four I guess were the hours. Nine to three or nine to four, I’ve forgotten, but it was a small county and the hours were short. Those two just sat there. Now Larry Raridon was officer of the election. He was going to put every ballot into the box. He’s still living in Oak Ridge, but I’m sorry that I can’t tell you what election it was, whether it was ’46 or…

MR. JOHNSON: It was after the war though.

MR. POMERANCE: It was after the war and I would think it was 1946 because in odd years we don’t tend to have elections. 1948, I know we had the election because I worked as registrar. That’s when Truman beat Dewey, and by golly, I worked until six in the morning counting votes, paper ballots. When they said that three percent of the people in Tennessee had the officer of election mark the ballot for them, I thought back in my experience and it was true. Every time a fellow wanted the officer to mark it, he’d say, “I forgot my glasses and I can’t read it.” his glasses wouldn’t be with him. The officer then has the power to mark it. So we had a chance, I loved the paper ballots, by the way. We could make correlations. If a person voted for Dewey, for whom else did he vote for on the ticket? 
MR. JOHNSON: Right. 

MR. POMERANCE: There were some strange things there, but anyway I would guess in ’46 then, we were able to vote in a primary, but then the county politics asked Oak Ridge for help. See, the coalminers were about a third of the county before the war and they had no feeling for political, they had no political ethics. If you’re paid to vote, you’d vote, but you don’t really care about the government. They won’t come in here anyway because we have the guns. Well, Oak Ridge diluted them. So instead of being 33 percent, they were only 15 percent and then coal mining had come to, well, it had been decreasing anyway. So instead of 15 percent, they were now only eight, or something.  So the coal miners, that’s the end of the shootings on Election Day in Tennessee, in this county, but the origin of the business in Oak Ridge is really through several women who had the time, went down to Chattanooga, went down to Knoxville, and used the law, read the law and knew what they were talking about .
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, from what we’ve gathered there is a fair amount of resistance from the county political powers in Clinton against allowing it. 

MR. POMERANCE: So the rest of it was that in that county election of ’48, Vandergriff [sp?], I can’t remember the father’s name, he was the county boss, or he became county boss and the way he did it was to get his son to come back from the war to organize a GI ticket. It got fellows who had been GI’s to run for sheriff, or this and that, and they got most of the county posts. The Oak Ridge vote went to them. So that was the first shift, not that it ended any machine work here in the county, or any partisan groups, but it meant that the vote in Oak Ridge was important and had some say. I guess we’ve gotten in more recent years a real good assessor. We’d had terrible county, wait, what was the… County trustee, the trustee was one of the bigger crooks of our time. He was the father of some GI’s and they didn’t want to buck him. The GI ticket pulled him in too. It wasn’t just that. It was also the influence of the, getting, for instance, machines, and the activity of the League of Women Voters. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you have the feeling during the war that you as an individual or that the various individuals could have very much to say about how the community was run? There were town meetings for a while. I know I saw the reports on those. 

MR. POMERANCE: Yeah. Oh, we recognized there was paternalism and to try to see what we could do with it. Paternalism being the city manager who was…

MR. JOHNSON: The town manager.

MR. POMERANCE: The town manager by the AEC.

MR. JOHNSON: I was thinking even before AEC days though, back before ’47.

MR. POMERANCE: Oh, then everything was done through the Lab director. I don’t think people went, tried to find out who the managers were, but they would tell Whittaker that the bus system was atrocious and something ought to be done about it. 

MR. JOHNSON: So Whittaker would then go to AIT or whoever.

MR. POMERANCE: I think, I’ll tell you a humorous episode. It was a month before I came here. They realized that more girls were coming down to work than they planned on and they were going to have to convert some of the men’s dorms into girl’s dorms. So they had M-1, M-2, M-3 for men and W-1, W-2 for women. So M this became W that. Some fellows had already been moved from one dorm to another and one guy was late going to work one day. He’d worked late the night before, and instead of getting the bus at 7:40, he took the 9:45 bus. He came to work and told them that the plumbers were in there ripping urinals out. So the guys marched up to the director of the Lab. They told him they moved once, they ain’t moving again. When they got home that night, the plumbers were reinstalling the urinals. [Laughter]

MR. JOHNSON: Democracy at work. 

MR. POMERANCE: So, why bother finding out who these are? Because the pressure you’re going to exert is by petition, but it’s not by numerical strength. It’s by something else, and if it’s paternalism, you…
MR. JOHNSON: Then you work within that.

MR. POMERANCE: Sure.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you seem to be able to work fairly effectively that way, or did you meet more with frustration when you wanted to get things? You certainly didn’t get the changes in the dorms that you wanted.

MR. POMERANCE: No, we didn’t get that. No, you see, I guess it’s like the Hawthorne effect that says if you’re doing something the employees will be happy. It doesn’t matter what you do.

MR. JOHNSON: It doesn’t matter what happens. 

MR. POMERANCE: I have to recognize that things were happening. People complained about the food in the cafeteria, but we recognized what a job those guys had. There was no allocation of food to Oak Ridge. Those Army officers had to get the food allocated. In Knoxville, when I went to meet my sister’s friend, he said, “Whenever we go to the store, we can’t find cheese. The owner says all the cheese has gone out the Clinton way.”  So we had to recognized what odds those guys were working against. And the fact that things changed. Ok, this isn’t the civilized life that you’d have in Chicago. There was excitement here. You could put up with a lot. When my parents did come to visit, I could entertain them to dinner at the little private dining room that was set up in the cafeteria by then. I don’t mean, not quite private. There was a dining room at which you could pay more and have service and not just be, not just have to go through the line. 

MR. JOHNSON: But there were even after a while even candles on the table.

MR. POMERANCE: I don’t remember. 

MR. JOHNSON: In order for candles to be on the table, they had to get an “ok” from above a Colonel and two majors to have open flames within a public building. We just read into that. 

MR. POMERANCE: I’ll accept that. I wouldn’t be surprised. So, that wasn’t the time when you worried. That was after the war when you couldn’t see a reason for saying, “Look, Buddy, we’re fighting a war.” That wasn’t it anymore, and always recognizing that soldiers, see, in the last year of the war, everybody under 26 had to enlist. Even those at the Lab who had occupational deferment at the Lab were required to enlist and go for one or two days to the Army, sign in and…
[End of Interview]
33

