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MR. HUNNICUTT: It is January 19, 2009. I’m interviewing Christine Sparkman Olimant.
MRS. OLIPHANT: Oliphant.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Oliphant, I’m sorry, and we’re going to talk about early Oak Ridge. Christine, tell me when you came to Oak Ridge.
MRS. OLIPHANT: I came to Oak Ridge and hired in, in November 1943. Things were just getting started when I came here.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where did you come from?

MRS. OLIPHANT: I came, actually was working in Nashville. So I really rode a bus from Nashville here, but my home is halfway between, in Sparta. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So what plant did you hire into and what was your job?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, my job was, I guess, a secretary and I worked in the employment office there on the Turnpike across the road from the Red Cross building. It was where everybody hired in that went to Y-12. The office I worked in, when you went through there, then you were on the payroll. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: How did you learn about this job in Oak Ridge?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, I was working at Third National Bank in Nashville. My girlfriends had just, they were in Nashville Business College and were, Oak Ridge was recruiting in all the business colleges for girls to come here. So my girlfriends were finishing business college. So they told me they were coming here and I said, “Well, when you get there send me a, send me a…”

MR. HUNNICUTT: Application?

MRS. OLIPHANT: “…application. I’ll send it back.” In just a matter of days I got it and I was called to come here to work. They would hire anybody.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So you rode the bus from Nashville to Oak Ridge, to probably to Knoxville.

MRS. OLIPHANT: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And then took the bus from Knoxville to Oak Ridge.

MRS. OLIPHANT: That’s right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where in Oak Ridge did you come to when you came out here?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, I came to that employment office, I guess, where I ended up working.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, let’s see if I remember right. Did they have the gates up where you had to have a pass to get in?
MRS. OLIPHANT: Yes. Yes, I got my pass in Knoxville. I suppose.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ok.

MRS. OLIPHANT: In the Knoxville office, Oak Ridge/Knoxville office.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So you would have come to the Elza Gate. That was the main entrance point.

MRS. OLIPHANT: Elza Gate would have been the way, coming through Clinton from Knoxville.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So where did you live when you first came to Oak Ridge?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, it was interesting. I was to get a dormitory room, but for the first two or three nights, I stayed in the big hotel up on the hill.

MR. HUNNICUTT: The Guest House?

MRS. OLIPHANT: The Guest House, and there was one great big room and they had cots, one just as close to the other as many as they could get in that big room. That’s where they put the secretaries that were waiting to get a dorm room. So for three nights I stayed there. Then I had a dorm room in Charlotte Hall. So it’s now the Breast Center.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you share a roommate when you had that room in Charlotte Hall?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Yes. Part of the time. I stayed there about three years and worked at Y-12. Sometimes I would have a roommate and sometimes I would go into a single room. One would marry off and I’d make a decision whether I wanted another roommate or stay in a single room.

MR. HUNNICUTT: The atmosphere is quite different in that dormitory, wasn’t it? You had to go down the hall to the bathroom and shower. 

MRS. OLIPHANT: That’s right. You sure did. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Wasn’t much privacy either, was there?

MRS. OLIPHANT: No, but you know, we, the way we grew up, that was okay. We didn’t need all the nice things that we are enjoying now. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, tell me about some of the things you remember in early Oak Ridge. I understand there was a lot of mud in Oak Ridge in various places. Do you remember any of that?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Oh yes. I had a pair of low heel goulashes, and a pair of high heel goulashes, depending on what kind of shoes I was wearing that day. So we went prepared with those goulashes on. It was, all the streets were muddy. They eventually did asphalt them, but that was just the way it was. We didn’t complain. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where did you eat your meals?

MRS. OLIPHANT: We had the big cafeteria, there at Jackson Square.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Central Cafeteria?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Central Cafeteria. So that’s where I mostly ate. There was a few, there was the Snow White Drive-In that would be very crowded if you wanted to go there to get a hamburger. It was on the Turnpike. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: What other things in Jackson Square do you remember, up there?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Oh, the bank, the lines when we got our checks. We had to stand in line there at the, I think it was Hamilton Bank, there by the Playhouse. So we had to stand in line to get our check cashed, for a long time. In fact, we had to stand in lots of lines. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: I understand there was a lot of recreational activities. If you weren’t working, you could go to that. Did you take part in any of that?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Oh yeah. You always, we always went to the tennis courts for the tennis court dances. They were, I don’t remember if there was a special night, but there was a tennis court dance every week, I’m sure. So everybody just flocked there. You didn’t have to have a date. There were plenty of young girls and boys there. 
MR. HUNNICUTT: I have been told that there was about three times as many girls as there was men in Oak Ridge at that time. Does that seem right?

MRS. OLIPHANT: That’s true because the men were in the war.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Moving on to the gate opening, which was March 19, 1949. Did you go to any of the gate opening ceremonies?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Yes, we went early that morning, stood in line, watched the parades, and then went home for lunch and rest. Then we went to the dance that night at Grove Center.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now you say “we”. Were you married at that time?

MRS. OLIPHANT: No, I wasn’t married. I lived in…

[Break in audio]

MR. HUNNICUTT: Please repeat where you lived during the parade time.

MRS. OLIPHANT: I lived at 136 Tacoma Road.
MR. HUNNICUTT: Is that, what type of house was that?

MRS. OLIPHANT: An apartment. The type that had the upstairs.

MR. HUNNICUTT: The E-2 apartment.

MRS. OLIPHANT: The E-2 apartment.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Right. So, you viewed the parade. Where were you at the parade, where was your location at the parade?

MRS. OLIPHANT: We were right across the street from where the old post office, Jackson Square Post Office use to be. It would actually be across the street from the Playhouse now. That’s where we were standing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, was there a lot of people at the parade in that area, at that time?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Thousands and thousands of people.

MR. HUNNICUTT: They were on top of buildings and anywhere they could see, right?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Right. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: What do you remember most about the parade?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, everybody wanted to see the stars, Marie McDonald, and they went, all the movie stars that went by. There was one guy that rode the horse. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Rod Cameron.

MRS. OLIPHANT: Rod Cameron was here. That was exciting to see him and his horse. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: When you, after the parade ended, then you went back home for lunch, what happened then? Where did you go then?

MRS. OLIPHANT: We just stayed at home, I guess, until the afternoon and met a lot of, not a lot, but some friends that came into town. One of our girlfriends here brought in two of her cousins and she wanted dates for them. So, two of the girls, well myself and one of the girls I lived with, we went out with these guys, went to the dance with these guys. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, tell me, where was the dance held?

MRS. OLIPHANT: At Grove Center, the big dance hall at Grove Center, which is now Habitat for Humanity. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: How did you get down to Grove Center? There was a bus strike on at that particular time.

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well the guys that came into town that we met, they had cars. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So when you arrived down at Grove Center at the banquet that night, what do you remember about that?

MRS. OLIPHANT: It was just a big dance. Everybody whooping and hollering and having fun. The movie stars, they performed on the stage. I’m sure there was a big band. I don’t remember the name of it. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember seeing Vice President Alvin [Alben] Barkley?
MRS. OLIPHANT: Yes. I remember seeing all of them. They had all the important people on the stage. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: About how long did you stay at the big dance?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, I stayed, I always stayed until they closed up every time. I never left anything before it was over. Probably 12 or…

MR. HUNNICUTT: I understand there was a floral show afterwards and I’m not real sure what transpired. Do you remember anything about that?

MRS. OLIPHANT: About the floral show, no. I can’t say that I do. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, let’s go to another era. When did you met your husband?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, he had been in the service, came back and went to UT [University of Tennessee], and graduated in 1948, 1948, and came to Oak Ridge to work at Y-12. So I met him there in engineering. I was secretary to the head of engineering at Y-12. George was an electrical engineer. He was, he and his boss were quite often in my boss’ office. So I met him there.
MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember what your boss’ name was?

MRS. OLIPHANT: My boss was George Mitchell.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So your husband, now, came in with his boss to do business in that office where you were and in passing, I guess, you all became acquainted. 

MRS. OLIPHANT: We became acquainted. We didn’t start dating then. We just knew who each other were. It was later, probably a year later, I was visiting with my girlfriend in, I think, her apartment was about where the park center is now. She had me, she was a good friend of George. So she had me come over and she was going to formally introduce us, and for me to have a date with him. So, she left, we left and went driving and we drove out to Elza Gate to get us a bite to eat at a little restaurant there. He sang popular songs from the hit parade all the way there and back. He always, when we had dates, he always sang to me. 
MR. HUNNICUTT: Other than going out to eat, what else did you do when you went on a date?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, picnics, going to the Smokies, hiking in the Smokies. I hiked with a group before I met him, that first year I was here. We went to Mt. Le Conte, early that morning. Let’s see, we spent the night in Gatlinburg, got up real early that next morning, hiked to Mt. Le Conte and the guy I was dating was a great hiker. He had come from out west somewhere. He said, “Let’s hike to the Chimneys,” after we got through hiking to Mt. Le Conte. So since he was my date, I went along with him and the other guy, and talk about being tired when I got to the top of the Chimneys. I was worn out. I made it. I was very sore at work the next day. I never done that much hiking.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, when you were working, did you have any idea what was going on at Y-12?

MRS. OLIPHANT: No idea. I didn’t have any idea. You heard everything, but I didn’t know what an atomic bomb was. So I didn’t know how to figure it out. Some people claimed they figured it out, but I don’t know. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, when you heard about the atomic bomb after they dropped it on Japan. What was your thought? I guess you were shocked and amazed.

MRS. OLIPHANT: We all celebrated. We were just glad it was over and hoped that there would never be another one dropped. Of course, there was another one, but that, we hoped that was the end of it. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So how long did you work at Y-12?

MRS. OLIPHANT: I worked 11 years.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And then you retired after that?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Yes. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So how many children do you have?

MRS. OLIPHANT: I have three sons.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Are they in this area, or where do they live?

MRS. OLIPHANT: David lives in Greenville, South Carolina. Greg lives in Kingsport, Tennessee. Steve lives in Spartanburg, South Carolina.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How many grandchildren do you have?

MRS. OLIPHANT: We have eight grandchildren.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Boys, girls, combination?

MRS. OLIPHANT: We have five boys and three girls.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ok, what are some of your hobbies that you like to do, or maybe you used to do?

MRS. OLIPHANT: Well, hiking, gardening, sewing, I’m not much of a cook, but I’ve done a lot of hiking. Our church did a lot of hiking, I went on a lot of trails in the Smokies with them.
MR. HUNNICUTT: So what church did you belong to?
MRS. OLIPHANT: When I came here, January 1944, First Baptist Church had organized in what then was the high school. So, I joined and was a charter member of First Baptist Church. There was just about 50 people, I guess, that actually joined. You had to join in January of 1944 to be a charter member. So I may be the only charter member of First Baptist Church living. I don’t know anyone else.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So when did you start attending Kerns?

MRS. OLIPHANT: I started attending Kern Methodist Church in 1956.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You’re almost a charter member of Kern, aren’t you? Kern been there, you’ve been there almost as long as the church has.

MRS. OLIPHANT: It was probably five-years-old when I joined.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Would you care to tell me your birthdate?

MRS. OLIPHANT: My birthday, November 30, 1924.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, I thank you very much for all your information about Oak Ridge. It has been very helpful. I think now I would like to talk to your husband.

MRS. OLIPHANT: Ok.

[Break in audio]

MR. HUNNICUTT: What is your name?

MR. OLIPHANT: George Oliphant. 
MR. HUNNICUTT: George, when did you come to Oak Ridge?

MR. OLIPHANT: In 1948.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Why did you come to Oak Ridge?

MR. OLIPHANT: Well, it seemed like the logical place to go to work. I had just graduated from the University of Tennessee, and came here. It was my first job.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How did you get a job here? What did you do about going about getting a job?

MR. OLIPHANT: One of the professors at UT, I’ve forgotten his name right off hand, worked out here. He taught part time. I gave him my application. He brought it out, gave it somebody and they called me.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So what was your job when you came?

MR. OLIPHANT: Electrical engineer, when I came to work here.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So do you remember how you got here from Knoxville? Did you ride the bus to come to Oak Ridge?

MR. OLIPHANT: I must have ridden the bus. I don’t recall right off hand.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where did you live when you first came to Oak Ridge?

MR. OLIPHANT: I lived in a dormitory.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember the name of the dormitory?

MR. OLIPHANT: I lived in Boone Hall at first, but it was so noisy, it seemed real quiet until 11 o’clock when the shift workers came in and started poker games and everything. So I moved out to Cambridge Hall then and stayed there until I got married. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, when you went to work at Y-12, do you recall what building you worked in out there?

MR. OLIPHANT: I believe it was 9737. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you have any clue what was going on at Y-12?

MR. OLIPHANT: A little bit. I had read when I was in the Air Force, I was in the Air Force before I came there, before I finished school and then went there, I had read in, they had a secret war rooms back then. Pilots that were likely to go overseas could go in and read current news that was classified, secret. I read a little bit about it at that point. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, tell me how you met your wife.

MR. OLIPHANT: She was my boss’, boss’ secretary when I came to Y-12. 
MR. HUNNICUTT: So in having business with her boss, you made her acquaintance as you passed by, I presume. 

MR. OLIPHANT: Yes, correct.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So that kind of kindled into a romance, I guess.

MR. OLIPHANT: Right. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where were you all married?

MR. OLIPHANT: Here in Oak Ridge, Chapel-on-the-Hill.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember the date?

MR. OLIPHANT: Let me answer that in front of my wife. [Laughter] June…

MRS. OLIPHANT: September 15…

MR. OLIPHANT: September 15…

MRS. OLIPHANT: …1951.

MR. OLIPHANT: …1951. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Good for you, George. [Laughter] So where did you two go on your honeymoon, if there was a place to go in those days.

MR. OLIPHANT: We went to Daytona Beach.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Wow! You really had a honeymoon. 

MR. OLIPHANT: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Some people I’ve talked to went to a party or something, or a dance that next day, wasn’t many places to go. So after you got married, where did you live?

MR. OLIPHANT: We lived in the Garden Apartments. Actually, I lived in the Garden Apartments when I was single, then we got married and Chris moved in. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Garden Apartments is located on the Turnpike towards, down in the Jefferson area. 

MR. OLIPHANT: No, it’s on West Vanderbilt Drive.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Oh, on West Vanderbilt, ok. I don’t remember the name today, but I know where you’re talking about. So what do you remember that you guys did for recreation, or entertainment in those days?
MR. OLIPHANT: Well, there was dances on the tennis courts now and then. Of course, I played golf and tennis and lots of things.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where did you play golf?

MR. OLIPHANT: The Oak Ridge Country Club.

MR. HUNNICUTT: There was plenty of tennis courts to play tennis, wasn’t there?

MR. OLIPHANT: Yes, there was. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: What kind of car did you have? What was your first car when you got into Oak Ridge?

MR. OLIPHANT: ’48 Ford.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You remember where you bought it. Was it from the Ford dealer in Oak Ridge?

MR. OLIPHANT: No, it was the Ford dealer in Athens, Tennessee.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Then do you remember what kind of car you had after that.

MR. OLIPHANT: A Pontiac, yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Was it bought local?

MR. OLIPHANT: Yes. It was in Oak Ridge.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you go to the March 19, 1949, gate opening ceremonies that they had.

MR. OLIPHANT: No, I was flying in the Air Force Reserve then. That was my weekend to fly. So I flew to Oak Ridge and just circled the city to kind of see what was going on.

MR. HUNNICUTT: We understand and we’ve got photographs where there was a flight formation that flew over the parade from another Air Force base, I think in South Carolina someplace, but you were, what group were you flying with? 
MR. OLIPHANT: I was flying out the Seward Air Force base, in Smyrna, flying the C-119’s.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So what did you think when you saw this hoopla on the streets.

MR. OLIPHANT: Saw the what?

MR. HUNNICUTT: The parade and all the hoopla.

MR. OLIPHANT: Oh, I knew what it was. I was living in Oak Ridge at the time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Thousands of people, seen from the air…

MR. OLIPHANT: There was a lot.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ok, George, did you work at Y-12 in the present job that you had when you first hired here, or did you change jobs or plant locations?

MR. OLIPHANT: I changed jobs, both in Y-12, and then after working 30 years at Y-12, I moved to ORNL [Oak Ridge National Laboratory] and worked 15 years there. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: You’ve had quite a work career. What is your birthdate?

MR. OLIPHANT: January 30, 1923. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: What do you remember about Oak Ridge in the early days, being good, bad, anything you can recall?

MR. OLIPHANT: First memory I have of it, it looked just like an Army post. I had been in various Army posts in the Air Force, and it reminded me of the same thing here. Particularly with the gates being closed. You had to have passes to get in and so forth.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember any of your badge numbers when you worked at the plants?

MR. OLIPHANT: 51493.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What do you, do you have any hobbies other, I know you said you played tennis and golf. Were those your main hobbies? 

MR. OLIPHANT: Yes. Golf, I guess, was the main hobby besides hunting.
MR. HUNNICUTT: Can you remember, I read an article the other day of who the first person was that had a hole-in-one at Oak Ridge Country Club. That man’s name slips my mind, do you remember that?
MR. OLIPHANT: No, I don’t remember the first one. I remember a hole-in-one that was [inaudible] in front of us that happened, but I don’t recall the first one. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Who was the pro when you were out at the country club when you played golf?

MR. OLIPHANT: Gee, I’ve forgotten.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Was it an 18-hole golf course at the beginning?
MR. OLIPHANT: Yes, it was.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I understand it was built by the government for the VIP’s and everyone to use.

MR. OLIPHANT: Right. There was some questions about that for a while. I think finally some sum of money was paid to the government for the labor that was used. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: George, I don’t think I asked you, but what year did you graduate from the University of Tennessee?

MR. OLIPHANT: 1948. 

[Break in audio]

MR. HUNNICUTT: You have something else you want to tell me, Chris, what is it?

MR. OLIPHANT: Favorite thing we did when we got off from work, my girlfriends and I would walk up Delaware, Michigan, or Georgia Avenue, and see how many houses had been put up that day. We were always surprised how fast the houses, cemesto houses went up. 

[End of Interview]
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