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MR. JACKSON: Mr. and Mrs. David G. Thomas, 113 Morningside Drive, April 3, 1976, [by Charles] Jackson. I suppose that as good a place to begin as any would be if you could tell me how you got to Oak Ridge, when you got here.

MRS. THOMAS: Well, I came in October 1943. I was nine years old, in the fourth grade. My father was employed with Stone and Webster and we came here. He came here as a construction worker, so that I went to school at the old Robertsville, or I guess it’s still Robertsville. Its Robertsville Junior High School now, but it was strictly an Army school in those days. We lived in a trailer almost exactly in the middle of where the new high school is located now. That was Middle Town Trailer Park and there is still a big tree outside the boy’s gym and we lived about 50 yards from that. We lived in the trailer until March of the following year, when my father, well, he had gone to work a couple months earlier for Roane Anderson and once he went to work for Roane Anderson, they had houses. Stone and Webster only had trailers. 

MR. JACKSON: So you were there about a year?

MRS. THOMAS: About six months. 

MR. JACKSON: Can you remember much about that, the school period?

MRS. THOMAS: Very much. I mean, they hauled us in Army buses. When we came, that was the only school. Wheat opened later in ’43, but there was only Robertsville when we first came here and we were all there together and there was not room for all the children in the classrooms. You, I think, Colleen Black’s sisters talked about it. when they didn’t have anything else to do with you, they put you out in the hall and you colored on butcher paper until you had a seat in the classroom, literally.

MR. JACKSON: (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: And we had, I don’t know if you’ve talked to Lucille Marr, Lucille Middleton then. She was the first music teacher in Oak Ridge. We had no instruments or anything. So she used towels, floor towels and drumsticks to teach us rhythm. The teachers were very innovative in what they did. The girls got to take shop because they didn’t have a home economics teacher. I loved that. I guess one of the other things was we had a barrack, an Army canteen on sled runners that pulled out and we were allowed to go out and buy orangeade or milk from this, but you of course took your lunch. After a while, I guess the cafeteria did open, but they had such hordes of children, you know, to put through there. The Army guards put us on the bus and took us off and delivered us back to our homes. So that’s about the biggest thing because I came from a little four room school in Middle Tennessee, in Cookeville.
MR. JACKSON: Cookeville.

MRS. THOMAS: It was the Tennessee Tech training school and then to be suddenly thrown into this huge conglomeration of people from everywhere. I had never met a Yankee before. I thought this was really an adventure, but it was exciting. The biggest thing I guess I remember, we all remember is the mud. That was my weekly duty, or nightly duty…

MR. JACKSON: Everybody remembers the mud.

MRS. THOMAS: Oh, it was when you went to school. When you got to school, they had these kind of rails and everybody had to scrape the mud off their feet and they didn’t mop the halls they scraped them with the back of a long handled dustpan. 

MR. JACKSON: (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: I can remember those men going along pushing those things and it was a constant job because we were in and out. The school was constructed with additions onto the old Robertsville School so that you had to leave buildings to get from one classroom to another. You were constantly in the mud. 

MR. JACKSON: Were there any particular restrictions that you recall that were placed on the school or how people operated in the school because of the secret nature of the project. I mean, I guess what I’m asking is…

MRS. THOMAS: I can’t remember any restrictions except that we, at that time, at fourth grade, I don’t know what it’s like now, but we were not allowed to leave the school except on the Army buses and I guess if a child had been sick they would have made arrangements, but really we were led from the classroom in groups onto a school bus.

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall then, or has time passed, any kind of restrictions, for example, on the use of names, identifying…?

MRS. THOMAS: Names of course in the newspaper, school papers, anything like that. It was always just first names.

MR. JACKSON: First names.

MRS. THOMAS: Maybe a last initial, something like this. We did not have a school newspaper until, I guess until I was in junior high school. Groups of us use to put out little mimeograph sheets that, you know, eight or ten would have our own little gossip sheet, but even there we were so indoctrinated that it was always first names. Of course, you were not suppose to make any pictures. This was always very disturbing because at that age, children like to have…
MR. JACKSON: Oh, even of fellow classmates.

MRS. THOMAS: You weren’t suppose to have cameras at all. I know that we had, and the other thing that happened was when we separated these schools, you had a best friend one day and the next day, she was at Wheat and you never saw her again. There were no telephones. Children weren’t allowed to go out and ride around on the buses by themselves. I think I missed that more than anything else. I grew up in a small community where we could ride bicycles and roller-skate and walk to the library and you just did not get away from your own little square of the trailer park. We always went back to Cookeville as long as we lived in the trailer. We went back to Cookeville every weekend. That was my mother and daddy’s relief from the pressure of [inaudible] and from having four people in the little trailer, but we caught the Tennessee Central train either at midnight, if my mother worked 3 to 11, or on Saturday at 11 o’clock. 

MR. JACKSON: So your father was in construction work. What was your mother doing?

MRS. THOMAS: My mother was a nurse’s aide at the hospital.

MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. THOMAS: She went to work almost [inaudible]. That used to be interesting, too, because the Army chauffer’s picked her up and delivered her to the front door. And you know, for her, for a nurse’s aide to have her own chauffer…

MR. JACKSON: That’s pretty good.

MRS. THOMAS: They were so hungry to get people to work in the hospital and to get the wives who could work, to get out and take a job. They just made a circle through the various parts of town like the bus would, except they stopped at your front door. Sam Martin, Martin Funeral Home, was one of the drivers in those days, one of the military chauffer’s.

MR. JACKSON: When you went home to Cookeville, and that was over a period of time, I don’t know if you’d have clear recollection of this at that age, but I always sort of wondered do you recall what your family told relatives about where they were. 

MRS. THOMAS: Nothing very much about it except the shortages of food, and, you know, huge lines and it was a small town. You know, my grandfather had a farm and we had never faced real shortages there except for chocolate and cigarettes, things like that. This was one of the things…

MR. THOMAS: Tell him about [inaudible] and the Prisoner of War camp.
MRS. THOMAS: I was going to. And another thing, in Middle Tennessee and West Tennessee, I grew up thinking that East Tennessee didn’t exist.

MR. JACKSON: (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: Now that’s a terrible thing. You’re probably an East Tennesseer. Nobody ever went to Knoxville. That was moonshine…

MR. JACKSON: The end of the world.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, really. So my uncle was a prisoner of war in Germany. He was a tail gunner and got shot down. We, of course, wrote to him and he wrote to us. He, I guess, got shot down about the third mission he flew and he had enlisted in 1943. He said this disturbed him more than anything else while he was in the POW camp was that some way mother was able to tell him that we were close to Knoxville. Everything else of course was cut out and he could not figure what in the world my mother was doing with her two children. He didn’t know if my daddy was in the service, you know. He could not figure what she was doing over in the God-forsaken part of the world. He said it really nagged at him. Of course, when he asked, it was all cut out so that there was nothing until after the war that we could say, but they really, I don’t think, my family all knew that it was something for the war effort, but I don’t think that they had any real inkling of what was going on and most of the time the talk was primarily about the hardship that went on. One thing that’s a little bit amusing, I was going to tell you earlier, when my daddy did quit work, from Stone and Webster, he found out that he could not get a house that way, working for them. He was an accountant. So he took a job with Roane Anderson. Well, he resigned one evening at 5 o’clock and he was not going to hire in until the next morning. They took his badge away from him and they were going to take him and put him off the area. He happened to find a friend. The guards had him in hand. He had no badge, so he was not allowed to stay here and he called my mother. This was before, I don’t know why she was working, but she couldn’t get him a badge, but he called her and she got a neighbor to go down and get a visitor’s permit so he could stay in the area overnight until he could go Roane Anderson the next morning. 

MR. JACKSON: Until he went to work the next day.

MRS. THOMAS: But we’ve laughed more about that, and then we didn’t immediately get a house. So they would no longer accept our rent at the Middle Town Trailer Park. They said we were living there illegally.
MR. JACKSON: Because he was not employed by Stone and Webster any longer.

MRS. THOMAS: He finally talked to a lawyer in the Roane Anderson office and they told him to go over every week and pay the rent for the week. They said go over every week and offer it to them. Then if they don’t take, well, you’ve fulfilled your legal duty. They can’t really throw you, we really envisioned with all the mud and the hardship. It would not have surprised us really to come and move our furniture out. But it worked. He went over every week and offered it to them and they wouldn’t take it for two or three weeks and then they would take it for a week. This went on for about six weeks. It was really kind of one of the things that happened then. 

MR. JACKSON: You moved to a house, where was that? 

MRS. THOMAS: On Maiden Lane. We were almost looking down on the roof of Pine Valley School, if you’re familiar with the area over there. It was a prefab house. In fact, after I started going to Cedar Hill, we had six houses on the lane one morning and when I came home that night we had about 25. They had built all the three bedroom prefabs first and then they built two bedrooms one day while I was at school.
MR. JACKSON: I would think that would be something that would stand out. I recall one person telling us there were two ways to get into Oak Ridge. One was to come through the gate and the other was to stand still and let the town grow up around you. 

MRS. THOMAS: It really was… One day we took a drive and we’ve never been able to quite figure it out. This was I’m sure, no, it was still the days when you had to have badges, because I had to have one when I was 12 years old, but took a drive down toward K-25 somewhere and we got off the area without going through a gate. Of course then we had to come back in through a gate and fortunately we all had our badges with us, but that was a strange experience to… We just wandered on country roads and we knew roughly the direction we were going in. There were no maps of course. You really ought to tell him about the Clinch [exaggerated southern accent] though.

MR. THOMAS: (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: Even though it’s not ’43.

MR. THOMAS: I guess I came down here in 1951 for my interview to hire in and had no idea where Oak Ridge was. It still wasn’t on any maps. So we were driving along, went over the Solway Bridge out there and I was again being chauffeured by a government car and I asked the driver, “What river is that?”  I figured I could go home and do a little triangulation and know the name of the river. The driver says, “That’s the Clinch River.” [exaggerated southern accent] I couldn’t find any Clinch River [exaggerated southern accent] on a map when I got home, so I still didn’t know where we were. 

MR. JACKSON: That’s funny. (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: Well, you know, I don’t know if the Black Oak Ridge was on the map then. It must have been on the TVA maps.

MR. JACKSON: Yes.

MRS. THOMAS: Or some of the WPA maps, but there was really no way of, Mother’s family all they really knew was that we were somewhere around Harriman and Knoxville. Of course, they came to see us later, but you could only get something like two passes. In war time, if people took a trip they all had to combine gasoline and a whole carful of folks. I remember my daddy taking all of our neighbors down to get them to get visitor’s passes so that about six of my mother’s family could come and see us one Sunday. Everybody went in and got two passes. I’m sure a lot of people did more of this. 

MR. JACKSON: When you moved into a house, you changed schools, I guess?

MRS. THOMAS: Yes.

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall among kids or otherwise, was there any sense of social difference between, say people who lived in houses verses trailers versus flattops.

MRS. THOMAS: Very much. Very much. In fact, I could almost recite the scale to you. I think you had it on your sheet. The hutments were considered the lowest form, and really you were looked down on, people living in trailers. I think this was primary. We didn’t have that much more room after we moved into the flattop because immediately they sent around letters saying take somebody to sleep in your house. So we had three bedrooms, but we rented one to two men from Cookeville who took turns sleeping in it, so, you know. We had a bathroom in the house. But there was a definite hierarchy where we lived, social status of whether or not, and I think there was even between, I think Middle Town Trailer Park was a little more prestigious than Wheat was. I always thought that was very interesting that there was a little bit of, you know, that was out close to K-25, far away from the town center and Middle Town of course was right where Downtown is now, close to the AEC building, Red Cross building and all this kind of thing, social, the Ridge Hall, and I think there was a definite, and I think it still exists.
MR. JACKSON: Really?

MRS. THOMAS: I think the middle of town, we used to call West Outer, or Outer Drive, the area in there, Snob Knob, and I think those people really, and I think it’s kind of funny since I’ve been here all these years, but I think they look on the people in middle and west, east and west ends of town as [inaudible] Ridge. That’s maybe a judgmental statement, but there are just little things. Even the newspaper editorials, they still refer to Clark Center House and I know at one point Dick Smyser had a long editorial about the street that he lives on and who the houses on that street had all belonged to, and generally they were well-known high officials in Oak Ridge. I think it’s rather amusing commentary on the…

MR. JACKSON: The continuation of a pattern that’s established back, yeah. So you would say the hutments are down at the bottom and then the cemestos up on, off behind Jackson Square… 
MRS. THOMAS: The hutments were first and then the trailer camps. I never knew much about the dormitories. Of course, there was Cambridge Hall which was for the elite, very much so. A doctor and his wife eventually could live there together as a couple. So I don’t know much about the dormitories, but the hutments and then the trailers and then the TDUs when they came, then prefabs and then the cemestos. The cemestos were top of the… particularly if you got a D. That was, and I’m sure you’ve run into this, I guess the one with two bathrooms was even better. I guess it’s an F that has only one bathroom that is like a D, but then the D has two bathrooms, so that was top of the line. 

MR. JACKSON: Your recollection is the people over in the cemesto houses over behind the Square, these were top officials, military.

MRS. THOMAS: Top officials primarily, doctors after a while got in. I don’t remember where General [Leslie] Groves lived, but I do just remember, oh I can’t even recall names now, but after a while you did get acquainted with the names and I guess, well, top military and top laboratory, or top scientific people were a little bit hard to distinguish because a lot of them got to be military too, just as all of our doctors were. By the way, Dr. [Lewis] Preston and Dr. Johnson gave us an interesting talk at the ’43 Club, if you have not talked with them. 

MR. JACKSON: No, I haven’t.

MRS. THOMAS: They are very interesting to talk with. 
MR. JACKSON: These are, who are they?

MRS. THOMAS: Dr. Preston is a pediatrician. Dr. Johnson is an Eye, Nose and Throat doctor. They came in, I guess, January of ’44. They were, essentially, came as a group from the Mayo Clinic. 

MR. JACKSON: I gather that medically this was one of the best situations in the country.

MRS. THOMAS: We had some of the very finest doctors here. It was all like a military hospital. You went and waited. You didn’t have a doctor. You saw whoever was available to see you, but they really, well, I think he said his whole graduating class from Mayo came, 14 of them, or something like this, and they had no idea where they were going. 

MR. THOMAS: …University of Minnesota, but they had interned at Mayo.

MR. JACKSON: They were military.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, they were.

MR. THOMAS: They had the option of either going to the South Pacific or Oak Ridge. (Laughter)

MR. JACKSON: I can see the attraction immediately.

MRS. THOMAS: Dr. Preston said he didn’t know where Oak Ridge was, but figured it was better…

MR. JACKSON: He knew where the South Pacific was. (Laughter)
MRS. THOMAS: But they, of course, as I said, they were second lieutenants and they weren’t getting priority for houses or anything, so they really had some rough times too. Not very recently at the Children’s Museum, there were several people talking about their experiences in Oak Ridge, and one of the top scientists said, “Oh, everybody knew what, all the intellectuals knew what was going on here,” and Dr. Preston stood up and said, “Well, there were some of us that were educated that didn’t know what was going on.” 

MR. JACKSON: I think there were a lot more than that that didn’t know. 

MRS. THOMAS: Everybody speculated, but… They had to be able to speculate because they had to know that the people from their field that had been gathered from Chicago or California, or wherever so that they had to have an inkling, some of them had to have an inkling. There were an awful lot of them that had no idea. 

MR. JACKSON: Were the kids along in that period, on down until the time of the bombing, did they gossip, were they interested in this? Do you have any memory?

MRS. THOMAS: Everybody was curious about what everybody else’s daddy did, but since nobody really knew… you know, I could go around saying my daddy was an accountant at Roane Anderson, well he could have done that anywhere. Somebody might say, “Well, my daddy’s a biologist, but it really didn’t, it didn’t sink in. I think the kids didn’t want to know. The war was so terrible to them in the first place and most of us who were here were either Depression babies or pre-Depression babies who came. I was born in ’34. So we went from one bad time of life into another one and I think that we wanted to forget mostly when we were together. And then too, as I said, the relationships were, as I said, you would have a real good friend, and then they would walk into the classroom and say well tomorrow this half of the room was going to go to Wheat and they would move out. Then before the year was over I had gone to Cedar Hill, then the next year I had gone to Pine Valley, then the next year I went back to Robertsville Junior High School. So it was not the next year, but a couple years after that. So it was a constant transient society. People would come here and work a couple of years and decide they couldn’t take it and they would go back to the farm. I was trying to think the other day, after I got your letter, even the names of some of the friends, you know, that I had then.
MR. JACKSON: The school changes that you experienced, only one of those had to do with your moving. The rest of them had to do with the reshuffling of, you might presume because of numbers in the schools, trying to…

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, and teachers and when schools were completed. See we moved, when we moved from the trailer, we moved to Maiden Lane and we were looking down on Pine Valley, as I said. It was the house at the very end of the circle, yet I went to Cedar Hill that year there on Outer Drive. I don’t know whether Pine Valley had its quota filled, or whether that’s just the way the districts were, I don’t really remember why I was not allowed to go to Pine Valley that year. Then the following year I was allowed to go to Pine Valley.

MR. JACKSON: You have a sense of people. You mentioned them disappearing because they moved over to another school. How about just turn over, that is people coming in and leaving? Do you recall a lot of it?

MRS. THOMAS: Quite a bit of it. Particularly after we moved to Maiden Lane. I had one friend. I think her father was a postmaster in Ooltewah, Tennessee, and then came here. He was probably 55 or something at the time and he came here and worked for a couple of years and then they moved back home. I had some other friends that, at one time they had about 12 people sleeping in their house, a three bedroom house, because they had brothers, sisters, and in-laws and they were all working shift work. Well, gradually, as the people were able to get houses, and they’d move away, you know, you’d lose contact with them. In fact, I see one of the girls now at Penney’s. She lives in Burchfield Heights and runs the garden shop at Penney’s and it seems strange to think that I knew her since before she and her husband were married really, but there was a lot of, if you didn’t move back home, a lot of people looked for better housing, better jobs. I mean there was, people were always hungry for the cemestos and always in line for them. The other thing that happened of course, if your children grew up and you didn’t have enough to, keep enough people in family to keep your house, then they could conceivably ask you to move to a smaller house. Usually this didn’t happen because there were so many people. Nobody went around checking on it, but you did have to…
MR. JACKSON: That was understood…

MRS. THOMAS: You had to justify your house.

MR. JACKSON: Who were your friends? Neighbors?

MRS. THOMAS: Primarily, particularly in those early years because, as I said, there was no way to go, now when we were living on Maiden Lane there was a boardwalk all the way through from Pine Valley School to the Chapel on the Hill, so after… My brother, he’s five years younger than I am, after he was a little bit older, my mother would allow me to go with an older girl next door and we would walk to the movies at Jackson Square or to church on Sundays, but in those early days the buses were so… My mother would never allow me to ride the bus alone and probably not with another girl.

MR. JACKSON: Why? Why was that?

MRS. THOMAS: They were so crowded and you stood up. I know once my daddy took me to Knoxville to buy some books and we rode in what was called a cattle car, you know with a stove in the back and this kind of thing. I guess Mother felt that there was nobody who knew us. In a small town, if…
MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. THOMAS: …or even in Knoxville, there’s a friend you could call, but there were no telephones here. 

MR. JACKSON: And a lot of strangers.

MRS. THOMAS: There were no telephones. I’m sure the top officials had telephones, but we didn’t have a telephone until, I don’t remember. We had one before we moved from the flattop, but not before I was maybe in the eighth or ninth grade.

MR. JACKSON: The cattle car things that you mentioned, these were sort of long vehicles with seats on either side, right? And then a stove.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, and then the driver was in a separate… you know, it was a trailer type thing attached on it. The driver was not in the riding part with you.

MR. JACKSON: Those went to Knoxville, but those went outside the reservation into Knoxville and other places. The buses on the reservation were regular buses.

MRS. THOMAS: Yes, regular buses. I don’t remember whether guards rode all the buses or not. As I said, they rode all the school buses, but I don’t remember the other buses. I remember my mother, brother and myself riding on the buses on a few occasions, but I can’t remember. 

MR. JACKSON: The school buses, these were military uniformed guards? 

MRS. THOMAS: Oh yes. In fact, one of the guards that rode my bus was a Gallaher. I’m sure he was an original Gallaher. He was a very grandfatherly figure. We all called him Grandfather Gallaher. He watched out after us, just like a nanny would. I know Mother always told us, my brother didn’t go to school, let’s see maybe he did go to kindergarten, but she always told me to come directly home. Not to stop anywhere. There were some wild things that went on. We had a neighbor in the trailer camp that was a, what do you call them, a rigger. He’d work on these tall buildings and on Friday nights he proceeded to get roaring drunk and he always took a chicken to the, one that had not been cut up, always took his chicken to the bath house and washed it with [inaudible] soap. (Laughter) That sounds unbelievable, but you know, no mother is going to let their children… And we had another neighbor and they use to get… When I say another neighbor, you know, somebody lived in the trailer three weeks or a month, something like this and then they moved on. You never really knew where they went, but we had another neighbor and they use to get into terrible fights and she worked at the hospital part of the time. Sam Martin and my mother still talk to this day about those people because Sam, of course was chauffeuring her too when she was well enough to work, but you just didn’t let children out. If I went to, well, the trailer camp was kind of square around a wash house and if I went to the other side of the square, I was told exactly how long I could stay and when I had to come back. If I hadn’t been back, I’m sure Mother would be out looking for me. 
MR. JACKSON: She exercised similar kind of caution even after you moved to the houses?

MRS. THOMAS: Pretty much. That was more permanent, you know, and only more permanent because people were moving in and moving out, but you did stay long enough to get acquainted with some of the neighbors and Mother felt like then we were allowed to go on the boardwalk and go to the movies and things like that. Of course Maiden Lane, you could also see the hospital from there. Even when she was at work, she felt like she was close enough to take care of us. But we weren’t allowed out very much at night even then.

MR. JACKSON: You recall who your parent’s friends were, that is Roane Anderson people?

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, mostly. There were a lot of people, and hospital people. 

MR. JACKSON: Oh, because of your mother.

MRS. THOMAS: I babysat for Dr. Preston and Dr. Johnson, some of them quite a lot, and everybody was in the same boat, kind of then. I know one year Dr. Preston’s wife was having a baby at Christmas time. So, Mother said, “Come on over to my house for Christmas dinner.” My daddy helped coach a Roane Anderson softball team. They started, of course, just as soon as they could, getting recreation programs initiated and he coached a softball team, I guess for a couple of years. 
MR. JACKSON: One of the things, the reason I was asking about your friends, one of the things that we’ve been kind of interested in is the degree of sense of community that I think what we tend to find and I think you back it up is that as a whole, it wasn’t. There were groups where there was this, but they didn’t think of themselves especially as Oak Ridgers, or anything of that sort.

MRS. THOMAS: I agree. I know the night of VJ Day, the people who lived next door to us on Maiden Lane were both Roane Anderson people too, but they were also neighbors and they had daughters that were, I guess one of them was two years older than I was and one of them was four. At that age, that seemed an awful lot of difference to them. They thought I was a child. But at the same time, their parents were friends of my parents and they quite often shared rides to work and this kind of thing. The neighborhood party that night was at their house. Everybody just kind of came. A few people came from Roane Anderson. So many people didn’t have transportation again. 

MR. JACKSON: So, it narrowed to some degree the neighborhood by virtue of that.

MRS. THOMAS: I know that in Daddy’s office at Roane Anderson, they use to draw lots going to Oakdale to buy booze for a party.

MR. JACKSON: Where did they go?

MRS. THOMAS: Oakdale, Wartburg. There was a store up there on top of the mountain. Has nobody else told you about that? 

MR. JACKSON: Well, I’ve been trying to find out where all that booze was coming from in a dry area for a long time. (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: Well, it was Oakdale and it’s up close to Wartburg. That’s all I can tell you. When Daddy went, the whole family went with him, because this was really to throw the guards off. It looked like a family outing, but they drew lots and I don’t know how many there were. I can’t remember Daddy going but once, but I’m sure he went other times. That’s what they did.
MR. JACKSON: And then some of them would come in with that for a number of people. I presume that area was dry also. It must have been bootlegged.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, except I’m not sure. No, it was a legal store up there on top of the mountain. 

MR. JACKSON: I can check it. I just needed the location.

MRS. THOMAS: It was Oakdale and I don’t know. I think it was a legal store though because we didn’t go to anybody’s little house or anything like that. He pulled up to a house. We had an old Hudson and they would take either side of the dashboard that went down to the floor off. (Laughter) Isn’t that a terrible thing for a child to remember?

MR. JACKSON: They took what off?

MRS. THOMAS: You know this is the dashboard and this is the dashboard and then back in those days between the door and the dashboard there were panels that went clear down to the floor. 

MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. THOMAS: They screwed on. They took those off and put it in there. 

MR. JACKSON: Well, that’s really interesting. That’s the first time I’ve heard that.

MRS. THOMAS: Well, somebody was telling me, was it Jeannie Wilcox, about going one night and they came all the way down the mountain without any brakes. She said she just held her breath. She wasn’t sure she was more scared of dying or having the booze on her.

MR. JACKSON: (Laughter) That’s funny.
MRS. THOMAS: It was just kind of a routine thing that they did.

MR. JACKSON: I was really interested to hear that. One of the things that we got a hold of was some police records. It was an astounding amount of alcohol related, small things; you know the guards would pick people up. 

MRS. THOMAS: Oh, everybody tried to bring it in. I remember one weekend we came back on the bus from Cookeville and they didn’t always search all your clothes, but they opened up a suitcase that had about six bottles in it and nobody claimed that suitcase. I don’t know who lost their clothes, but nobody claimed that suitcase.

MR. THOMAS: Were you the one that was telling me about the guard going around in the bus with the great big ol’ Army coat on and he would open it up and it would have bottles on the inside of the coat, sewn into the lining.
MRS. THOMAS: They would have pockets, sleeves almost.

MR. JACKSON: He was just bringing it in, or was he selling it on the bus?

MRS. THOMAS: He was bringing it in. 

MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. THOMAS: But he was bragging on the bus. He’d walk by when the guard wasn’t looking, you know. You could get, people could obviously get away with a lot. Once we did come back and I had lost my, from Harriman or some place, and I had lost my badge, I wasn’t able to find it. It was lost somewhere in the car. I just scooted down, played like I was asleep. They couldn’t really tell whether I was 12 or 14, but I don’t know, I guess, you grew up naturally doing things, [inaudible] and circumstances.

MR. JACKSON: You’re probably right, I guess.

MRS. THOMAS: But there were a lot of private parties and I don’t think there was a lot of cross communication with other parts of the community. I know even after I was in high school and my daddy by that time had been released from Roane Anderson, when so many people were and he was selling insurance. There were definite difference made with the kids in school if your parents were in business or at the Laboratory. Prestige. Everybody kind of looked down on business people a little bit. I think we still have some [inaudible] down here. I know I was doing some work with the Chamber [of Commerce] not long ago and they were talking about doing some posters for a business week and they said they guessed they would have to get high school students to do them. Every year, the Chamber makes a healthy contribution to the Art Center, the art group here. I said, “Why don’t you ask the Art Center people? Don’t they ask you?” The girl looked at me and said, “You know, that never occurred to me.” But I was trying to think of some of the other questions here. Race relations, I never encountered. I knew nothing about that. The Negros were so very well segregated.

MR. JACKSON: You just didn’t see them.

MRS. THOMAS: No, the only ones I can remember seeing were the janitors in school.

MR. JACKSON: They stayed largely in the colored hutment area.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah.

MR. JACKSON: What kind of recreational things did you do?

MRS. THOMAS: We played the usual children’s games, again, softball and that kind of thing, just in the neighborhood. We were fortunate in that we lived close to the school, Pine Valley. We spent a lot of time on the playground there. I did belong to a Girl Scout group. It’s kind of pathetic now when I think about it. We used to all switch uniforms, you know one would outgrow one, you’d buy somebody else’s and try to cover up where the badges were because there was no place to buy them. If we got to Knoxville, they were not available because there was such a shortage of things. I can remember I had about three or four different people’s uniforms and then you would just pass them on to the next person and we had one scout manual that belonged to our leader. We took turns borrowing it so we could copy badges we wanted to do out of it. Again, one of the things I missed was not being able to roller skate. I was never allowed to go to the skating rink because it was on the other end of town and there were a lot of grownups there and discipline was not always… I guess my mother was little bit prudish and strict. I’m not sure it hurt anything, but…

MR. JACKSON: Well, maybe not. I guess I hadn’t thought about there would be a lot of strangers around. You just didn’t know anything about them. 

MRS. THOMAS: You know, in Cookeville for instance, if my cousin and I went to the library there would always be some eighth cousin or somebody that you would run into on the walk there that worked in the department store down the street. There was always somebody around that you knew even if remotely. Here you just didn’t see your neighbors.
MR. JACKSON: That kind of thing may have been more pronounced with your parents coming in from a place like Cookeville, I suppose, than somebody coming in from Berkeley or someone who would be used to that anonymous sort of setting. Did you and your family aside from going back to Cookeville, did you leave the reservation often, go to Knoxville?

MRS. THOMAS: We didn’t go to Knoxville a lot because we were never made very welcome over there. I remember the night we went buy my boots. I couldn’t figure out why those people hated us. Of course, one of the things you did when you got to Oak Ridge was you had to have four buckles or boots up to here.  You couldn’t buy anything in Oak Ridge, so Daddy took me over there to buy the boots and I remember the elevator that night in Miller’s on Henley Street, the sarcastic kind of remarks about the mud and all these foreigners. And I asked Daddy on the way home, “Why do they hate us so?” He said, “I don’t know.” But we really felt a… I don’t ever remember going to Knoxville but that one time, until maybe even when I was up in high school. We’d go to Harriman. We went to Clinton. We’d go to Harriman and go eat at the, there was some restaurant over there on Sunday afternoons and go to a movie.
MR. JACKSON: You didn’t have the same kind of feelings in Harriman or Clinton?

MRS. THOMAS: I can’t really blame Knoxville. There was a drove of people suddenly infiltrating all of their shopping facilities and restuarants and what few cigarettes there were available and there was such a hoard of people and a lot of people lived there. My daddy came in July of ’43 and he lived in Harriman until October. So there were an awful lot of people who lived, you know, outside the area and came back and forth. I can see how it was made difficult because particularly the people who lived in cities and came here from California. I’m sure they were more drawn to Knoxville, than they would be Harriman or Clinton. I don’t know that there was much more available over there.

MR. JACKSON: The Knoxvillians were able to identify you by the mud.

MRS. THOMAS: They felt like they were. Then there were disparaging remarks about construction workers and this kind of thing. They almost could identify you as a construction worker regardless, because as I said, almost everybody wore four buckles. Even after Daddy worked for Roane Anderson for two or three years, he still never… One of his jobs at one time was checking the snaps that you had to have for meat and sugar. So he had to go to all the stores that were situated anywhere from Wheat to Middle Town and check these out. So he was out wading in the mud part of the time. You wore four buckles no matter what your job. I don’t know whether the doctors did or not. I’m not sure of that.
MR. JACKSON: That’s interesting. Everybody remembers the mud. Somebody told me the other day, was telling me about going out and coming back, went to clean his boots and found out they were gone. (Laughter)

MRS. THOMAS: Pulled off…

MR. JACKSON: Off in the mud.

MRS. THOMAS: When I said it was my job to wash the boots, you had to take them and wash them inside and out because there was enough stuff, it was deep enough and wet enough that it would get down the tops of them. Of course that got your socks or slacks or whatever dirty. So you washed them first on the outside and then you turned them wrong side out and washed them on the inside. It was a nightly duty. I can remember having to fasten mine very tightly because they would be just sucked off if you stepped off, there were usually boardwalks most places where I walked, but you know, sometimes there wasn’t room on the boardwalk, and you’d have to step off. The streets of course were muddy when you had to cross the street. It was, I can remember my mother in her white hosiery and her white dress putting on these galoshes up to here and I thought that looked so dignified. (Laughter) But it was, the mud was just unbelievable. Of course they just scrapped the top off of everything and set us in here and the boardwalk went from the street to the trailer, but if mother went to check the, we had gas burners, and if she stepped off the boardwalk to check the gas, she had to put her boots on, because you were in over your shoe tops. It took forever to get grass. I can remember us struggling up on Maiden Lane. They had just bulldozed it. There was no topsoil left and we worked so hard trying to grow grass. I’m not sure we ever really had very good grass. We did have a neighborhood vegetable garden. They built the houses in clusters. There would be a group kind of in a semi-circle and the neighbors all had a garden. They shared that between us.

MR. JACKSON: Do you remember, or do you remember your family discussing this about whether they expected to go on here in Oak Ridge?

MRS. THOMAS: There was never, and that’s been one of the disappointing things to me, since I’m grown and had been interested in it. I’m sure you’ve seen the booklet that’s been republished at the Children’s Museum, that early… My mother allowed me to cut that up. I still have pieces of it where I cut pictures out. It just never occurred, this was temporary. In fact even after we lived in the prefab, we still always went to Cookeville for Christmas. She had a sister that she was very close to who had a daughter almost my age and we were more like brothers and sisters rather than cousins, but we gave all, when we came to Oak Ridge, we gave them all our Christmas decorations and every year we’d get on the train. Every weekend we’d go, and then every year at Christmas time, or when we had time off, the family holidays, it was like going to the grandparents. We always went there. We thought the day the war was over we’d move back to Cookeville.

MR. JACKSON: So that was home. I wonder when you changed your mind, when Oak Ridge became home.

MRS. THOMAS: I don’t know, that’s an interesting… I guess after the bomb was dropped and we knew what happened. I don’t remember a real conscious decision being made, but I know when Daddy was laid off, reduced the force at Roane Anderson, of course Mother had worked at the hospital all those years and by that time, I guess I must have been in junior high school, it never occurred to us then…

MR. JACKSON: To move.

MRS. THOMAS: …the transition was made. It never occurred to us to go the other way because Daddy, again as a businessman, could not keep a house here and they would not let, women could not get houses here if they had husbands. So we moved to South Harriman and lived for three months and then they decided that my mother really could have a house in her name even though Daddy was selling insurance and working here in Oak Ridge. He used his home as an office and they wouldn’t give a businessman a house. You know, it was all… But they did decide that Mother could have one, so we moved back and after that she moved from Oak Ridge, what about five years ago? Six? Anyways, within the last ten years she had stayed here and my brother had graduated high school too, here and she left. My parents are divorced. She left. My step-father passed away and she left and went to Florida. Then she’s now back in Cookeville. I liked the other day, your letter came while she was here and I said, “You ought to stay and talk to him. You’re the one that knows the stories.” Dave sits around and listens to us swap, my mother and I swap stories. We’ll get to talking about something that we remember and she remembers a great deal more than I do of course, particularly about the hospital. There were a lot of amusing things that happened. 
MR. JACKSON: When, you mentioned a while ago, this party at the time of the bomb, do you recall your own reaction as a child?

MRS. THOMAS: I was terrified. My brother and I had been, I guess we had been to the movies, no, that was V day. My daddy came home at noon and asked us if we had heard. Of course we were living close enough that we came home from school for lunch. My mother worked 4 to 12 and I remember being almost sick to my stomach. I don’t remember why. I’ve examined again it since I’ve gotten your letter, but I remember going off to my bedroom and sitting by myself. I don’t know whether it was… we all knew it had to be something like that, but I think it was the idea, the size of it, how tremendous it was and nobody said that first day how many lives they had saved by doing it. There was no philosophy, just the fact that the bomb had been dropped. There was not a lot of work done that day in Oak Ridge.

MR. JACKSON: I’m sorry, you said a while ago, “I believe the end of the war,” and I missed that.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah, the party was either E day, or VJ day and I can’t…

MR. JACKSON: When your father told you, do you have any recollection of his reaction?

MRS. THOMAS: I think stunned almost more than anything else. I don’t know what he thought they were making, but I can remember him walking in and saying to my mother, “Have you not had the radio on?” She said, “No.” He said, “Don’t you know what we made here?” And he turned it on and, of course, that was all that was on the radio. I don’t even remember them exchanging any comments, they just stood and listened very quietly because my brother was a little ol’ boy and he started yapping and Daddy said, “You just hush.” They just stood and listened. I didn’t know whether they talked about it. They must have with each other and with their, you know, friends, but I don’t remember. Maybe I deliberately don’t remember. I know the kids didn’t talk about it very much, except that now, what was it? In ’46, there was an Atoms of Peace group organized at the high school. I don’t know whether you’ve heard about that group or not.
MR. JACKSON: No.

MRS. THOMAS: Well, Ida Hagaman, whose name is not on your list was, she’s C.L. Hagaman, Jr., she was, her parents, no, her in-laws on the ’43 Club list, she was a part of that [inaudible] for Peace, I can’t remember exactly what they called it, but Atoms for Peace was the Europe, [inaudible] Plan, so this was formed, Youth for Peaceful Use of Atomic Energy or something like that , I can’t remember the exact thing, but there was a group of them that obviously reacted very strongly to this. Let’s see, I had to still be in the fifth grade, when all this was going on.

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MRS. THOMAS: Or when this happened, or when this particular thing happened. I can associate grades with houses where we lived. I had gone to summer school. I remember that summer and what was it April, or something when they dropped the bomb?

MR. JACKSON: August.

MRS. THOMAS: Ok, that’s the reason I was home from school and I was going to summer school. 

MR. THOMAS: You went to school in the summertime?

MRS. THOMAS: I went to summer school because I wasn’t ever in the sixth grade. I skipped a grade and that’s, I couldn’t figure out, I thought it was August, but I couldn’t put the two things together. Obviously, I did not sit down and think that far through, but I did go to summer school that year and I was coming home from school for lunch because I remember going back to school that afternoon. The teacher never mentioned it. I don’t know if she didn’t know about it. Of course, summer school was kind of a crammed course, you know. They had to move the hours along very fast.

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MRS. THOMAS: But it was never mentioned then. Again, I think the children I knew almost drew a line between what was happening in Oak Ridge and their own lives. I mean we of course saw the war movies at the theaters and this kind of thing, but I don’t remember being much, we were all aware of the shortages and the lines. You stood in line wherever. I stood in line one day from where the playhouse is now to where the drug store is on the corner and it was for cigarettes and they wouldn’t sell me any. Whenever you saw a line, you just got in line. (Laughter) oh, that made me so angry though because I thought, it didn’t dawn on me, I was a minor and they wouldn’t sell me any. After I got close up and could see what they were selling, I thought, “Oh, I’ll get Mother some cigarettes.”

MR. JACKSON: But you just saw the line and went up and got in.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah. One of my tasks on Saturday morning was to go to, there was a grocery store where the hardware store is across from Samuel’s and the drugstore up there. I can’t think of the name of the meat market, but anyway, you took a ticket with a number on it and then you had hours. So I’d walk around and window shop. Then it didn’t matter what Mother wanted because you had to take whatever was left. (Laughter) So I always had a little list, you know, if they had, she liked that, but if they didn’t, ask for that, and then if they had that, you know, then after that just take anything you could get. So I would wait for the number. You’d check back every once in a while to see if they had called the numbers on the PA system.

MR. JACKSON: This thing is about to run out. What is, as you look back, what is the major memory that you have? Is there any particular memory that stands out?

MRS. THOMAS: I guess the night that Daddy quit his job. That was terrifying. One other real memory that I have is the one year we did try to make a Christmas tree and all we had to put on it was ivory flakes whipped up with water and a friend of my daddy’s from his office, a woman, a family friend, she came and helped us put that snow on there. That’s all we had. That was the pitifulist Christmas tree. We tried to take a catalogue, a Sears Roebuck Catalogue and cut out some of those rings, you know, but they weren’t very pretty because they didn’t use much color in catalogues. We didn’t have any construction paper or anything. I can remember that poor little pitiful Christmas tree and that woman was just working so hard. She said to my daddy that those kids ought to have a Christmas tree if you’re going to. So she was just working, helping my mother.
MR. JACKSON: Do you remember what Christmas that was?

MRS. THOMAS: That must have been about ’45. But it was, you know, you couldn’t buy lights, you couldn’t buy ornaments of any kind. We didn’t have any because we had given ours away. She was going to fix us a Christmas tree because she was single. Her mother was crippled. She was able to get a house. They had very, I don’t mean, like I was jealous, but they had strict criteria, and I know she moved into her house before her floors were done. Because she had to bring her mother in her wheelchair to our house while they came in and sanded and varnished the floors. 

MR. JACKSON: Is that period, overall, do you think of it positively or negatively?

MRS. THOMAS: Very positive.

MR. JACKSON: It was a good time.

MRS. THOMAS: It was a good time.  It was hard, but it was in retrospect, although there was not the sense of the community, everybody was terribly kind to everybody else generally. 

MR. JACKSON: Everybody was in the same boat.

MRS. THOMAS: Yeah. People went out of their way to do thoughtful things for, we had neighbors that were almost strangers, I know, they brought my brother and I a jigsaw puzzle and they knew there was so little for kids to do. They had only been next door a week, ten days, or something and they came back with a little jigsaw puzzle. I think this was indicative of like the guard I said that was like a nanny. He disciplined us and took care of us, almost like a parent.

MR. JACKSON: So there was some kind of bond, maybe the matter of everybody being in the same boat. 

MRS. THOMAS: I don’t think Mother worried about harm coming to us when we went out alone, as much as, buses did not run regularly. You stood on the corner until one came by and hoped it was going where you were. (Laughter) I think it was the insecurity, the lack of there being, no way, if you got in trouble, or had problems, no way of calling anybody. You didn’t know anybody on that end of town. I think it was more that more than it was a distressful sense because people, I know once we missed the train in Harriman and we couldn’t get a hotel room. We had no way to get back to Oak Ridge because a friend had taken us over there and the man at the railroad station had told us to go to the Harriman Hotel and see if they wouldn’t let us sit in the lobby. Of course my mother, my daddy couldn’t always go. Sometimes he had to work six and seven days a week and here’s Mother with these two little kids, you know, trying to get them to Cookeville, and we went over and asked the night clerk at the Harriman Hotel…
[End of Interview]
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