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[Sign language was partially filmed. There are two versions of the lecture recorded from different angles. The first version focuses on the slide show, while the second version shows Mrs. Black describing the slides.]
Master of Ceremonies: When we first started making our arrangements for the 60th Anniversary, we thought it would be a really good idea to have a non-technical approach to life in Oak Ridge in the ’40s too. And one of my best friends, Colleen Black, has for many years done a show like this, and she very graciously agreed to come today. Colleen has lived here in Oak Ridge since she was a teenager. She moved here in 1944 with her family and her nine brothers and sisters, the Rowan family. They moved from a nice big house in Nashville that she’ll tell you about to the Happy Valley Trailer Camp in Oak Ridge. One of Colleen’s brothers, along with some other members of her family were in the Armed Services and fighting the war, and the Rowans thought they would do whatever it is they could do to get those fellows home safe and sound as soon as possible. Well, Colleen got involved in the war effort too, went to work at K-25, met a handsome young soldier, Cliff Black, we all called him Blackie, and Blackie was a GI assigned to Oak Ridge with the U.S. Army Special Engineer Detachment. Colleen and Blackie got married in 1945 and were married until he passed away in 1996. They have eight children, all of whom were raised here in Oak Ridge. You may know some of their kids. In fact, Colleen’s son-in-law, Pete Angelini, is a researcher over at MNC, so you’ll see, you know, this is a very colorful family, let me just put it that way. Colleen has been really active in the Oak Ridge community while she’s lived here, her entire life. You may have seen the family celebrating Thanksgiving down at Bissell Park. They dress up like Indians and pilgrims, and it’s your guess as to who’s who. She’s presented the program that you have seen many times. Colleen and I were volunteers at the YWCA together for many years and Colleen would show this program to all the newcomers who came to Oak Ridge and joined the YWCA Newcomers Club, and then there was also a great organization called the International Conversation Circle, which was a temporary home away from home for all of the foreign visitors who came to live in Oak Ridge and a place for their spouses to go and have something to do while the other spouse is toiling away at the laboratory or wherever in Oak Ridge. So, Colleen loves international travel, she loves international culture. Another thing Colleen and I did together, Colleen recruited me to be an aerobics teacher at the YWCA. Colleen was an aerobics teacher there for about ten years. Now this time in her life, when she’s not off on one of her international adventures, she’s very busy here in Oak Ridge, working with the Oak Ridge Heritage and Preservation Society and also taking ORICL classes. And if you’ve got eight kids who live pretty much in the area, and they’re a pretty prolific bunch, these Blacks, you have a lot of grandchildren to enrich your life also. So Colleen is very family oriented, a member of St. Mary’s and it is my pleasure to welcome you.
Mrs. Colleen Black: Thank you, Nancy, I hardly recognize myself; that was wonderful. I didn’t know I did so much. Right now we’re going to step back to the early days of Oak Ridge when I came. Like she said, I was young, I was a teenager, and I tried to be so glamorous then. It was very difficult. There was a war on, and, you know, we couldn’t get nylon hose. They’d gone to war in the parachutes. And we couldn’t get our lipsticks in the little metal tubes because the people who were making lipsticks were now making bullets. Everywhere you turned, you couldn’t get what you needed. The elastic in our panties went to make tires and stuff for planes and cars and jeeps, so it was very hard, but we tried. I came to Oak Ridge and I had, oh, about three bottles of leg makeup. See, we didn’t have any hose, so I would slather on the leg makeup and draw my seam up the back with my eyebrow pencil and hope and pray it didn’t rain; sometimes it did. So, we’re going to take you back and Nancy is going to do my clicking for me. The early days of Oak Ridge, all set to go back sixty years.
[color slide of mountain ranges viewed through the forest trees]

Now, this is what it was like before Oak Ridge. You know, Oak Ridge wasn’t always here. It was four little communities. There was Wheat, Scarboro, Elza, and Robertsville. And, you know, maybe about a thousand families scattered all over the area. Meanwhile, over in Washington – 

[color slide of Congressional Building in Washington, D.C.]

– the Office of Scientific Research and Development was looking for a place to build a secret weapon.

[color slide of Army soldiers strolling through a mountain meadow]

So they sent engineers here to look it over, and they liked it. It was remote – 
[color slide of dilapidated inclined railroad track]

– had good railroads – 

[color slide of Norris Dam]

 – and Norris Dam was nearby for the power. So this was just the perfect place to build this place to build a secret weapon.

[color slide of log cabin]

Well, how can you put a price on the views from your front porch? Well, the government put a price on it. It was forty-five dollars and acre, and that’s what they paid the people to leave their homes and move off and make another home somewhere around here, and maybe even come back and work on the area. So the people moved off.

[color slide of 1940s era bulldozer]
And the bulldozers moved in.

[color slide of New York City high-rises focusing on Empire State Building]

They came from New York – 

[color slide of Chicago skyline]

– Chicago – 

[color slide of a San Francisco street leading down to the dock]

– San Francisco – 

[color slide of Cincinnati Union Terminal]

– Cincinnati – 

[color slide of Detroit skyline]

– Detroit – 

[color slide of Rowan family in front of their house in Nashville, TN]

– and Nashville, Tennessee! That’s where I came from. This is my parents, and my brothers and sisters, and we had one more son who was fighting overseas, and he’s the one that gave her the inspiration to come to Oak Ridge. She said, “We’ll all go and we’ll win the war, we’ll bring my brothers home, we’ll bring my son home, and we’ll all get back to normal. So there we are at our two-story stone house, and we left it and came to Oak Ridge – 

[color slide of old Solway Bridge]

 – over Solway Bridge – I don’t know if any of you remember that or not, but that’s the old bridge – 

[black and white slide of security gates at Oak Ridge]

 – to the gates, and you were stopped at the gates. You couldn’t bring any firewater or firearms, or cameras, or, you know, not hardly anything, and the cars were searched, and sometimes they found some of these little items, and they took them away from you. You could register a camera sometimes, but what good would that do you? You couldn’t take the pictures after you got here. So we went through the gates – 

[black and white slide of trailers along a dirt road with smoke rising in the distance]

– and ended up at a double trailer out in K-25. K-25 was being built, and the J. A. Jones Trailer Camp had seventy-five thousand people in it. Well, not just there, but in the barracks and hutments, and it was a great big community. We had our own post office, our own movies, bowling alley, everything was right there at K-25. We didn’t have a bathroom; we had a bath house. You could see the smoke coming out of the chimney, and we’d come out of the trailer – we had a double trailer – and you’d walk down, and by the time you walked down, you’d be all muddy and dirty right after you showered. It wasn’t very much fun. So I immediately wanted to move.
[color slide of three young girls sharing a bed]

Sometimes it was so crowded in the trailer, we slept three in a bed.

[color slide of four young adults sharing a bed]

Or four in a bed.

[color slide of six children sharing a bed]

Or more in a bed.

[color slide of crowd watching]

But we’d do anything for the war effort. You know, it was so crowded there, seventy-five thousand people. Oh, it was really crowded and you don’t know what they were doing.

[black and white slide of construction crew laying cement foundation]

We knew they were working. We could see construction going on. There’s some fellow workers.

[black and white slide of K-25 under construction]

And then there was K-25, and that’s where I went to get a job.

[black and white slide of men and women in Army uniforms]

’Cause that’s where the soldiers were, out there. There was a Special Engineer Detachment, and they were all over the place, actually, but I saw them going to K-25.

[black and white slide of Wheat School]

They sent me to Wheat School to be trained, because I didn’t know how to do anything. I had just graduated from high school and they said, “You don’t have a clearance yet.” So that’s the old Wheat School, and in the basement they had a training program to test – I guess they called me a leak test operator. I was going to test the pipes for leaks in the welds. 
[color slide of Colleen and her future husband, Cliff Black]

And fortunately, my boss was this guy. So he helped me with my work and he also – 

[color slide of Army barracks]

– showed me about Oak Ridge. This was the barracks area, and this is where he lived. 

[black and white slide of dormitory]

I had put in for a dormitory, and I got one. So that’s the dorm.

[black and white slide of women holding up a GI in front of the dorm]

Women’s dorm. And men were not allowed in the rooms in the women’s dorms, of course. They could come in the lobby, and they could pick you up outside, or sometimes we’d pick them up outside.

[black and white slide of dorm house mother and fireman at the desk attaching smoking warnings to keys]

This was our house mother. Everyone had a desk clerk, and the firemen came down, and they were so afraid these girls were smoking, you know. You remember back when women smoked? And the firemen put on every key, “Do not smoke in bed.
[black and white slide of partially burned mattress]

But they did. And they set fire, and so the firemen would take that bed and take it down to the movie house to set an example for the people, and put it in the lobby, so when you were going to the movie, you would see, uh-oh, somebody smoked in bed.

[black and white slide of Miller’s Department Store at Jackson Square]

Well, we had nice shopping areas. This was in Jackson Square; it was Miller’s, Miller’s Department Store. And there were the ladies shopping.

[black and white slide of hutment showing various brushes under the sign “FULLER BRUSH DEALER”]

We also had little boutiques around town that we liked. That’s the Fuller Brush man.

[black and white slide of hutment used as a laundry]

And we had laundries. This one we called “The Shredder.” You’d bring your clothes in and they could shred ’em in about a week.

[black and white slide of a man looking back at a sign promoting secrecy]

Everything was a secret, and you were reminded of this all the time, on all the billboards, everywhere, you were not to speak about your job. And I thought, what could I tell them? You know, I wouldn’t tell anybody anything, ’cause I didn’t know anything.
[color slide of costumed actors in a play]

We didn’t know what we were making, but life went on in Oak Ridge and they had a little theater group.

[black and white slide of Oak Ridge Symphony Orchestra]

They had a Symphony Orchestra, Waldo Cohn started that.

[color slide of woman playing tennis]

We had tennis courts.

[color slide of sun bathers by the lake at Big Ridge]

We could go to Big Ridge on the weekend. They had buses going to Big Ridge, where you could canoe and swim, have a good time.

[black and white slide of hospital personnel in group photo]

And the three hundred bed hospital. It was manned by Army doctors. You never knew who you were going to get, but you knew you’d get a good doctor.
[black and white slide of club women wearing hats and dresses]

And the women formed little women’s club groups. This was one where they could wear hats and gloves, and just dress up with heels. And you notice, most of the women didn’t wear slacks or pants in those days. They wore skirts and dresses.
[black and white slide of people in a ration line]

There were lines for everything. There were cigarette lines.

[black and white slide of hutments]

Anything you wanted to do, there were lines. And this is where some of the people lived, the construction people lived here, and my brother got out of the trailer too and went to the construction camp, and there was four men in this hut in the winter time, and they had a stove in the middle. And in the summer time, they took the stove out and they put another man in the middle. But they were cheap. I think it was something like a dollar and a half a week. It was very inexpensive.

[black and white slide of flattop house]

Now, these were the flattops. Everybody wanted a flattop. Oh, they were wonderful.

[black and white slide of half of a flattop on a truck bed showing furniture inside]

And they came on a flatbed truck, and they just put them together. You see, it was already furnished, and you just added water. [laughter]

[black and white slide of Temporary Dwelling Units]

These were called TDUs, that was Temporary Dwelling Unit. But of course everything in the city was temporary then. You know, we made temporary friends, temporary jobs, temporary housing.

[black and white slide of people moving to hutments with windows in the forest]

Blackie moved out of his dorm into the huts. They said, for the GIs, they worked shifts, they worked around the clock with the civilians. Sometimes four men who were on the same shift decided to move into a hut, because they didn’t want the maids waking them up in the morning from the dormitory. See, these GIs were not your usual GIs.

[black and white slide of a couple leaning on an oil barrel in front of a victory cottage]

Or some of them that were married, they lived in these victory cottages. And they came with their own self-destruct oil burners. [laughter]

[black and white slide of a fireman explaining safety to a woman living in a mobile home]

The firemen didn’t give up. They went around, you know, warning all the people, “Don’t overload the circuits.” Don’t do this and don’t do that.

[black and white slide of four fire engines at a fire station]

You see we had a wonderful fire fleet. At every neighborhood, they had a fire station. And it was in use all the time, usually at dinner time. [laughter]
[color slide of an “A” cemesto house] 
Then we had cemesto homes from “A” to “H”, and, oh, everybody wanted one of the cemestos because usually they had a yard, and you could have your victory garden out there. Now this was an “A”.
[color slide of an “E” cemesto multi-family housing unit]

This was an “E”. This was a four-family unit.

[black and white slide of flattop houses along a curved street]

These were flattops going down Highland Avenue from Hillside.

[color slide of fashion models in a store window]

Now, some of the women came here, and they wanted to join their husbands, but once they saw the facilities – 
[black and white slide of women boarding a train]

– they took the next bus back home. [laughter]

[black and white slide of bus terminal]

Now, we did have a wonderful bus system. They said it was fourth in the nation. That’s hard to believe now when we don’t have any buses. But that’s what it was.

[color slide of women standing in the mud wearing sandals and boots]

And we fought the mud all the time. Everything was so muddy. We didn’t have paved roads or paved sidewalks. And we couldn’t get soap. Remember, everything was rationed, or else it was scarce.

[black and white slide of four women dressed in formal coats and hats]

So some of the women stayed and they did fashion shows – from the waist down. They didn’t want to show their muddy boots.

[color slide of two women formally dressed, stomping through the mud]

And we struggled in the mud.

[black and white slide of a man’s muddy boots]

Now, the men struggled too, and, you know, a lot of times, they were working in the mud, but they didn’t really mind. And at night, they’d go in the dormitory, and they would do their laundry and their shower at the same time. [laughter]

[black and white slide of Jackson Square area]
Now, this is Jackson Square and the Castle on the Hill down there.

[black and white slide of dirt road cut through the forest, which became Tennessee Avenue]

Just, Oak Ridge was starting building. And, would you believe, Tennessee Avenue? It was one of the main avenues then.
[black and white slide of boardwalk through the forest]

And, of course, the sidewalks weren’t paved, but finally they had little boardwalks that ran through the woods, and you could take shortcuts and break off your high heels if you happened to have one on.

[color slide of a family at a restaurant being waited on by a man costumed as Colonel Sanders of Kentucky Fried Chicken]

There was no Kentucky Colonel on the Turnpike. The only fast food we had was maybe a canteen.

[black and white slide of a wooden shack with awning and customers at the order window]

Oh, it was delicious.

[black and white slide of the Central Cafeteria]

And we had Central Cafeteria. They served a million meals a month in the cafeteria, and Colonel Sanders worked here in the early days before he did his Kentucky Fried Chicken. I think he had a little restaurant in Harland [Editor’s note: Harland is the Colonel’s first name], but this is where he worked for a while, while he was in Oak Ridge. And this has burned, unfortunately.
[black and white slide of Alexander Inn]

And this is our Guest House. That’s what we called it in the early days, and then it went to the Alexander Motor Inn, and the Heritage Society [Oak Ridge Heritage & Preservation Association] is trying to save it now. We hope they will.

[black and white slide of women and men sitting at a bus stop bench]

Now, if you asked these fellows, “What are y’all making out there in Oak Ridge?” They would have probably told you, “Oh, ninety-five cents an hour.”

[black and white slide of Army soldiers drinking beer at a table in front of a secrecy poster]

And if you asked the GIs, they’d tell you, “Fifty dollars a month.” They didn’t get any more pay, working beside the others.

[color slide of a nurse holding a newborn]

And if you asked the nurses at the hospital, they’d say, “Babies.”

[color slide of another nurse holding a newborn]

“Babies.”

[color slide of a nurse holding a newborn, tending to a line of babies]

“Babies” because Oak Ridge was such a young community, and we did have the highest birthrate of any place in the nation.

[black and white slide of a line of women in bridal dresses]

And we were really young. We had the highest marriage rate too.
[color slide of Colleen and her husband, Cliff Black in front of Chapel on the Hill on their wedding day]

And I married my boss at the Chapel on the Hill.

[color slide of a “D” cemesto house]

And you know, the Chapel on the Hill was for all denominations. The Catholics would get it at 5:30, 5:45 in the morning on Sunday, and then some of the others would get it, and you wouldn’t believe – the people would come in, take the crucifix down, put up a cross and put up a confessional and be changing all the time till noon, and then, you know, we’d get it back again at noon. And other places they had church services were the theaters, and they were always crowded too, and my little brothers and sisters loved to go to the theaters because they didn’t have to kneel. Oh, it was great. Now, this was a “D” cemesto, and after we got married, this is what I wanted, but you couldn’t just say you wanted a “D” house. There were no real estate agents. Isn’t that hard to believe? You got your house through where you worked, and you signed up for your house. So as a GI, we didn’t deserve anything more than a victory cottage, but I said, “Oh, well, I sure would like to have one of those “D” houses. It was so big.
[color slide of Colleen leaving Oak Ridge Hospital with her new baby]

So, I just kept going back to the Oak Ridge Hospital. [laughter]

[color slide of Colleen with seven children sitting at the table in a “D” house dining room]

Until we got enough to qualify for a “D” house. [laughter] And I am still in that “D” house, and I sometimes wonder why.

[color slide of atomic bomb cloud]

And so, no one knew what it was we were really making until the bomb went off, and oh, we were all surprised. Now, I know some people knew, but not this non-technical person. 

[black and white slide of Ed Westcott’s famous photo of revelers in Jackson Square holding up the newspaper headline declaring “WAR ENDS”]

And shortly thereafter, the war ended, and we thought we’d all get back to normal. And here I still am sixty years later.

[end of slide show]

But I wanted to tell you about the SED. That was a very special group of guys. One time we had a little program for the SED and had a reunion and wrote this little poem. And this is what they did: “We are fighting the war in a secret city; It’s crowded, it’s muddy, and it ain’t pretty; We’re fenced in, in barracks, huts, dorms; Army life here is not exactly the norm; Oak Ridge is the Secret City; It’s not on any maps; We can’t give directions; We don’t want to take the rap; Nearby farmers will not say; Nor the workers who commute every day; We’re secret, security’s tight; Guards on horseback patrol at night; MPs guard the gate and search cars too; No cameras, firearms, or firewater get through; We’re fenced in behind barbed wire; And, by the way, we’re paid the usual Army’s pay; No calisthenics must we do; And our ID badges must be worn in plain view”
[Colleen points out her badge that she is wearing]

And this one’s mine from sixty years ago.

“We work with civilians, helping each other; Our mission is secret – we can’t even tell Mother; The mail is late, the laundry’s lost; The meat’s rationed – no steak at any cost; We chow down three times a day, but not Army mess; We eat in cafeteria, with civilians no less; We slosh through the mud to get anywhere; And we have mud on our feet clear up to our hair; The buses are crowded, it’s hot, some workers smell; ‘Don’t open the windows,’ the women all yell; ‘Or you’ll be covered in dust from head to toe,’; ‘And we’re out of soap, to add to our woe’; Some GIs work at the Castle, some at K-25; All speaking that GI jive; We work shifts, we do what it takes; Making whatever it is the plants make; We’re special GIs, the chosen few; We’re selected for our knowledge and our high IQ; We work hard all day and play hard all night; But don’t worry, we’ll never get tight; The Project is dry, no alcohol allowed; But that doesn’t seem to bother this crowd; The GIs settle for beer at the Casa Blanca Bar”
That was a bar that was supposed to go to Casa Blanca, and it got sent here by mistake, and they kept it in the PX. It was beautiful.

“We could go bowling, dancing, or take in a show; Or read at the library, or if that’s too slow,; We could go to a rec hall for ping pong; Or join the girls for a sing-along; We might end the evening with coffee and cake; At the Central Cafeteria if we could stay awake; We love this life, the work, the softball games; The girls are pretty and wear badges with names; We love the tennis court dances and bowling; And we love the spirit; We’re happy behind the fence; We do not fear it; We attend church each Sunday at the Chapel on the Hill; It’s for all denominations with different hours to fill; Many GIs’ marriages take place here, so sweet; Brides in white dresses with muddy boots on their feet; Whatever we’re making, we’ll never tell; But we must be making it well; We’ll tell how we built something that helped win World War II; and we hope everyone will be proud of us, too.”

And that’s it. [applause]

Master of Ceremonies: Colleen, would you mind answering a few questions, if anybody has questions? Let’s ask them into the microphone. We’re taping this for our 60th Anniversary to document this, so if you’d speak into the microphone. Raise your hand, and I’ll come around.
Audience Member: Was all your life in Oak Ridge, or did you have anything to do with those folks over in Knoxville?

Mrs. Colleen Black: [laughs] Those folks in Knoxville didn’t like us very much. Sometimes we’d try to go to Knoxville and buy things that you couldn’t buy here. Things were scarce. But the Knoxvillians always knew us. They’d look at the mud on our feet, and they thought that we were making lots more money than we were. So sometimes we’d stop in that little square, Market Square, and we’d wash the mud off our shoes, and then we’d go in and try to act like Knoxvillians.

Master of Ceremonies: Any other questions?

Mrs. Colleen Black: Well, I guess I told them everything they wanted to know. 

Audience Member: When you went to Knoxville, did you go down to Elza Gate and get on the train, or did you have cars?

Mrs. Colleen Black: Well, we went on the bus. They had buses going to Knoxville, back and forth, and you could ride the bus. There were not many cars. Remember, they quit making cars in 1942, and if you had cars, then you didn’t have the gas, and you just wouldn’t waste it on going on a shopping trip. And that was another thing, we didn’t have any accidents, because we didn’t have any cars and we didn’t have any gas, and we didn’t have any funeral homes, because everybody was so young here, we didn’t need one. One funeral home did come in, and it just went out of business because we were so young and so safety minded.

Audience Member: Colleen, were you in Oak Ridge the day that the gates basically opened and there were a number of movie stars that were here and there was quite a – 
Mrs. Colleen Black: Yes.
Audience Member: Could you tell us a little bit about that?

Mrs. Colleen Black: Well, it was very exciting. We went out to Elza Gate and watched them open the gates, and we watched the first car come through, and we had a big parade with all the movie stars. You probably won’t know them: Adolphe Menjou. You may be able to see him on some of the old films. He was a handsome, debonair older character actor. And we had Marie McDonald, “The Body,” they called her. And we had Rod Cameron, the cowboy, and he rode down the Turnpike on a horse, and some say he almost fell off, because they must not have searched his little suitcase, because he must have had a little alcohol. But it was fun.
Audience Member: Tell us about your feelings when you found out what you’d been doing here, when the bomb was dropped on Japan, what were your personal feelings?

Mrs. Colleen Black: Surprise, shock, and then, you know, we were glad, we wanted the war to be over, and I think we probably did the right thing, but after seeing the devastation, you know, we didn’t like that. I mean, seeing what it did. It knocked part of Japan off the map. But it put Oak Ridge on the map. Before that, nobody could find Oak Ridge; we weren’t even listed. And so I have mixed feelings, and I think everybody did. We were really glad to help bring about the end of the war, and I think that did. But I hate what it did.

Master of Ceremonies: Colleen, one of the things that’s fascinated me were the tennis court dances. Colleen’s a big dancer, you know, so, tell us about the tennis court dances.

Mrs. Colleen Black: Oh, they were fun. It was about the only place you could go that didn’t have any mud. You know, it was hot, places weren’t air conditioned. We had a hard [time] finding places to meet. We did have our recreation halls; they were kind of hot. And so I don’t know who started, whether it was – somebody of the Recreation Department, I guess, and said we’d have dances on the tennis court. And it was dark; we didn’t have the lights like they have now, but it was okay. [laughter] So it was a nice place to go and meet and a lot of people met their future spouses right there on the tennis court. It was out in Jefferson. It was fun.
Audience Member: If Oak Ridge wasn’t on the map, how did your family find out about it and find their way here?

Mrs. Colleen Black: That was a good question. They did have recruiters that went to high schools – they didn’t come to mine – looking for workers, and there were great big ads in papers all over the country, but they didn’t say Secret City and they didn’t say Oak Ridge, they said “War Workers Needed.” And they would have what they needed: welders, electricians, scientists, everything in the world. Huge ads. And then they had a post office box or a number to call. And usually the headquarters was in Knoxville, Andrew Johnson Hotel. The things that came to Oak Ridge, well, at first they called it CEW, Clinton Engineer Works, that was put on all the big boxes and things that were shipped in here, or they called it Kingston Demolition Area. They had a hard time finding Oak Ridge, and my husband’s mother wanted to send her son a care package, and they wouldn’t take it; they said, well, there’s no post office. So that happened a lot. People didn’t know where it was.

Master of Ceremonies: If that’s the final question, join me in thanking Colleen for coming today. I think she did a really great job. [applause] And thank you all for coming today, too. Appreciate it.
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