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Mr. McDaniel: This is Keith McDaniel and today is December the 9th, 2010. And I am at the home of Jim and Sarah Kolb here in Oak Ridge. Jim, we’ve known each other for a number of years now, but there’s a lot I don’t know about you, so why don’t you tell me about where you were born and raised and your childhood.
Mr. Kolb: Oh, Lord. [laughter] Okay. I’m a badger from Wisconsin. Born and raised in Watertown, Wisconsin, which is southern Wisconsin roughly between Madison and Milwaukee – kind of about ten thousand people at the time. Born in 1933, May of ’33. My father was a Lutheran parochial school teacher. I have three siblings: an older sister and a younger sister and a younger brother. We stayed in Watertown for twelve years, which would be 1945, right? We moved in 1947. But I was born and raised in Watertown, which is a kind of a local economic center of the type. But I had a very interesting, I think, childhood in the sense that what Watertown allowed us to see and do – because, for example, they loved parades in southern Wisconsin. Every Memorial Day, 4th of July, and Labor Day there was a big parade down Watertown, which was led by the local Mounted Cavalry Band. The local Mounted Cavalry Band – think about it – think about playing a trombone on a horse and a drum on a horse. That was a unit – this is pre-World War II – that led the band, and sometimes those horses didn’t like the music and they bolted down the street.
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter]
Mr. Kolb: But we always looked forward to the parades and the local dance at the high schools, and all participated. Parades was one of the big things.
Mr. McDaniel: How big was Watertown?
Mr. Kolb: It’s about ten thousand people, roughly. Not a big city, but not a small city. There was a retail center of the sort located in a rich dairy farm area of southern Wisconsin, of course. And, well, you know, I could go on and on. I’ll tell you one thing –in World War II, men were scarce. When I was twelve years old, in 1945, I worked for a local farmer who was in our church, Mr. Schmidt, who was very disabled. He had one son and his wife worked their hundred acre farm, but they needed help, so I worked – I stayed there that summer. I learned how to drive a team of horses and cut hay. Think about it. A hundred-and-ten pound kid riding on a hay cutting sickle, driving two twelve hundred pound horses – twelve years old. I learned to do that. I tell my grandchildren that now; they don’t know what I’m talking about.
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] I’m sure.
Mr. Kolb: That was one of the things I learned to do. Every four o’clock in the morning, you got up and you helped milk the cows, feed the pigs – I mean, before breakfast you had done a day’s work by modern day standards. But that was what their life was all about. But that was unique. I learned how to work hard [laughter], in other words, or what hard work was like.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure.
Mr. Kolb: I started high school actually at a local Lutheran college there for one year and then we moved to De Soto, Missouri where my father had taken another position with the Lutheran school there and that’s how we got to Missouri. This is skipping a lot of details, but one thing I’ll mention about Watertown: Watertown is on the Rock River. Rock River runs right through Watertown. It’s a big river; it’s a lot bigger than our Clinch River here. And it froze every winter. So ice skating was a big local activity. About four out of five afternoons after school I would be down on the Rock River skating for an hour or two, because I could walk there from where we lived; it was fairly close. The city actually put a truck with a snowplow on the front of it on the river, on the ice the entire winter, and they plowed a lane to the next town twelve miles away. You could skate twelve miles to the next town. 
Mr. McDaniel: Is that right?
Mr. Kolb: And we had skating clubs. I wasn’t in that, but there had – people that kind of skated competitively, if you wanted to. Ice hockey was big. It was a neat activity for wintertime. I also learned to ski a little bit on some very, very [laughter] cheap skis and a local hillside. But anyway, moving on, twelve years old, we moved to De Soto, Missouri. When I got to Missouri, went to high school there, and when I was there – and I was a paperboy, I started carrying papers also when I was twelve years old in Watertown, my first paying job – got to Missouri, I started carrying a paper, and one day when I was a sophomore, the principal called me into his office and I thought, “Oh, I’m in trouble.” The principal actually was a friend who was also a member of our local Lutheran church. And he said, “Jim, we’ve got a call from a local businessman, Johnny Thompson, and they’ve got a vacancy – they need somebody to work for them.” And he told me what the job was; it was a janitorial job in their local office. “Would you be interested?” I said, “Well, I’ll go down and talk to them.” So I did – got the job – so I quit my paper route and started working for the Thompsons. Mrs. Thompson was a local businesswoman who ran a tire business and Johnny ran a mining company locally, O’Reilly’s Mining Company. Well it turned out both of those were Washington University, St. Louis graduates. They’d met and married after they went through Washington University. And that was a huge breakthrough, because when I was a senior in high school, Johnny Thompson – he was a very direct man – he said to me one day, “Jim, where’re you going to college?” Just like that: “Where you going to college?” I said, “Well, I’m planning to go to Rawls School of Mines.” That was the state engineering school at the time. “Why don’t you go to Washington University?” “Well Johnny, I can’t afford it.” “What do you mean?” “I can’t afford it.” “Well, you get yourself a scholarship; I’ll set you up with the food service where I worked my way through Washington University twenty-five years ago, and you can go to Washington University.” So I got a scholarship – 
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: – and he set me up with Ms. Rose Falenstein, the same woman he worked for when he was a student. And I worked my way through Washington University.
Mr. McDaniel: And that was in St. Louis?
Mr. Kolb: In St. Louis, which now is probably – the tuition is probably up in the twenty, thirty thousand dollars a year.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure.
Mr. Kolb: Back then it was a little over a thousand, which I got paid for by scholarship. So I worked my way through Washington University. In the summertime, I worked different jobs enough to pay for my dormitory. Got a Bachelor of Engineering degree in Engineering Physics, and I guess I did well enough for grades, because when I applied as a senior to the Oak Ridge School of Reactor Technology in 1954, I was accepted. That was a huge breakthrough because that allowed me to become a nuclear engineer. In 1955 – I think you’re familiar with the Oak Ridge – ORSRT, we called it – that was the school set up for Admiral Rickover’s Naval Reactors Branch. They started in 1950 when Rickover came down with his crew. That was the first class, and it was a hundred-and-fifty students and they were actually blessed to have as many of those as they wanted or needed. And the leftovers were given out as fellowships, and that’s what I got. I got a fellowship basically to ORSRT. And when I got out of that, I got an application to work at the Lab. And I started working at the Lab, ORNL, in 1955 after ORSRT – and basically did nuclear engineering projects of different types at the Lab until I retired in 1994, almost forty-one years at the lab.
Mr. McDaniel: So you got your Bachelor’s at Washington.
Mr. Kolb: Right. 
Mr. McDaniel: And then you applied for graduate work, I guess, at Oak Ridge School of Reactor Technology.
Mr. Kolb: Correct. That was not a degree I got. You just got a certificate. Back then they didn’t have nuclear engineering programs set up yet. So I didn’t get a degree out of it, but it was like a Master’s degree – a crash course. I have a good friend, Charlie Whittle, who still lives in Oak Ridge. He got his Ph.D. at Washington University a year before I graduated, and he was also in the same class I was in. He said he worked harder going through ORSRT that one year [laughter] than he ever did in his Ph.D. work.
Mr. McDaniel: But it was a one year program?
Mr. Kolb: One year program – twelve months, yes.
Mr. McDaniel: And basically you learned – 
Mr. Kolb: All the basic principles of nuclear engineering.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: We had wonderful instructors, good instructors.
Mr. McDaniel: How many students were in the program?
Mr. Kolb: There were a hundred-and-fifty.
Mr. McDaniel: A hundred-and-fifty.
Mr. Kolb: And there was one unique experience in that which I’ll relate, because it was a school for Naval Reactors Branch. Admiral Rickover and his right hand man, Admiral Roddick was his name, came down every year as a recruiting trip to talk to the students. Well they came down sometime during the year I was there, and we didn’t see much of Admiral Rickover, but we were in the assembly room, all of us gathered together, and Roddick was talking to us about the Naval Reactors Branch, and he said, “Well, you know, we don’t know about the Admiral, but he may grace us with his presence at some point,” and in burst – from the back of the room – in burst Admiral Rickover, and he sat down. And Roddick said, “Oh, there’s the Admiral now.” And he said, “Admiral, could you give us a word?” And Rickover shouted out, “No!” And he marched out, and Roddick says, “You heard a word from the Admiral.”
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: It was like you heard a word from God. 
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: Which basically was true.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: And it was – it was just [laughter] broke up.
Mr. McDaniel: Yeah.
Mr. Kolb: I think it was an orchestrated event, to be honest with you.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure. Sure.
Mr. Kolb: You just heard a word from the Admiral.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. Right. How funny. 
Mr. Kolb: Which was ‘No.’
Mr. McDaniel: So after your training there, you said you applied at the Lab.
Mr. Kolb: Right. 
Mr. McDaniel: And you worked there your entire career.
Mr. Kolb: Yes. At various projects, yeah.
Mr. McDaniel: Can you tell me some of the things that you worked on?
Mr. Kolb: Well, my first job was on the reactor that was called the Homogeneous Reactor Test Reactor. It was a second phase of a unique reactor design that Alvin Weinberg spirited, a liquid fueled reactor, not solid fueled, but liquid fueled, which – the fuel came into a spherical vessel and it went critical – heated up – and was pumped out through the outlet through a heat exchanger and exchanged heat to a heat exchanger, made steam, and actually drove a turbine. Conventional steam cycle. But the unique feature of that liquid fuel was that instead of shutting reactors down to refuel every year or two, whatever was required, you could – and that was because you had to get the nuclear poisons out of the fuel that were building up as they reacted. You could continuously extract some fuel – old fuel – and put new fuel in, and you didn’t have to shut down for refueling.  And so we actually had a chemical processing plant built and operated in conjunction and it worked. It actually worked, and a complete cycle. The problem with that design, why it didn’t go anywhere, was because of the metallurgy. The design was not quite perfect because there was concentration of fuel in a low part of the reactor vessel, and it concentrated and heated up to the point where it actually burned a hole through – didn’t cause any problem because it was surrounded by a blanket system. So we got uranium into the blanket, which was at the time pure D2O – heavy water, we called it. And so that failure, they tried to plug it and seal it, but it didn’t really work. That problem, I guess you might say, doomed the reactor from going forward, even though it ran for about five years total. But that was my first big job. I was working for about three years supervising an operating crew. They wanted somebody with reactor school experience to be the shift superintendent, shift supervisor of each of these crews. Well I was a – let’s see, I was at the time about twenty-four years old, and I was supervising men twice my age, and I had no practical experience in operating a reactor.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: Or anything.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure.
Mr. Kolb: I was learning on the job. I mean I knew the theory, but boy did I lean on my crew. I mean, they covered my tail end many times. Many times. I learned a lot. But it was a unique experience working with these guys that I just – [laughter] glad I had them is all I can say.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. Guys that knew what they were doing, right?
Mr. Kolb: They knew what to do and if there was ever a crisis, I said, “Bob, do this,” or “Take care of that.” [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: Exactly.
Mr. Kolb: But then I worked other jobs, processing data, after working on the operating crew for a while. Then I worked after that on the EGCR – the Experimental Gas Cooled Reactor project. And that’s where I met Grady Whitman – like we talked about earlier. That was a project that never went anywhere, never went critical, but they built this reactor because congress wanted to catch up with the British, who had gas cooled reactors. They built us a reactor; it never went critical. I was in charge of analysis of what happened if it had a failure which let air into it and could it get on fire? And it could’ve gotten on fire, because air can react with hot graphite and burn.  And so I had the job of analyzing how much cooling and what kind of cooling could be assumed – blah-blah-blah. And anyway that was a different type of design that the safety people ultimately said ‘no’ to.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: You’d think they would’ve said ‘no’ a lot earlier, but they built it, and the building now became the focus of the Lab’s development work in robots. The big facility there, it became the Robotic Engineering Center. But that was my other big nuclear engineering project, you might say.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure. I want to talk about some other things, but let’s talk a little bit about living in Oak Ridge from the mid-’50s. What was life like for you and your family? I’m sure you had kids by that point.
Mr. Kolb: Well, of course, when I came here, I was single.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh, right. Okay.
Mr. Kolb: And Oak Ridge was flooded with single men and women. After living with several guys for a short period of time – all wound up with – in a bachelor apartment in the Garden Apartments – you know where that is. 
Mr. McDaniel: Uh-huhn.
Mr. Kolb: Four bachelors, and we lived in the Garden Apartments on the third floor. On the second floor beneath us was a bachelorette apartment of four Oak Ridge teachers.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh.
Mr. Kolb: One of which became my wife, because she had me trapped. [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: I was on the third floor and she was on the second. We met one night, I guess it was, when we were both doing laundry in the basement. [laughter] I was down there, and she came down there, and I’d seen her around for some time. Finally introduced ourselves, and one thing led to another. And that was in 1958. And we dated for about six months and then we got married in November of 1958. Our first child was born about twelve months later – no, eleven months later. Tom. And she had an interesting family. She was from the little town of Irvine, Kentucky and her father was a lawyer – a very successful lawyer – and I learned a whole different lifestyle in Kentucky, because I’m from the Midwest. You know, Wisconsin, Illinois. And they accepted me very welcomingly and generously, and we had a great relationship. We always used to run up there, and every time we went up there her father gave us a salt cured ham.
Mr. McDaniel: Is that right?
Mr. Kolb: He had these hams that he bought and cured, because they have – he owned big farms, cattle farms, and they raised pigs, and they’d always get hams, and we had lots of good salt cured ham. [laughter] And I gained a lot of weight.
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: My wife’s a good cook. I went from a hundred-and-fifty pounds when we got married to a hundred-and-seventy-five in one year.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh, my goodness.
Mr. Kolb: Yeah. That’s right. [laughter] Haven’t stopped since. Our three children were born in 1959, 1960. We had two children in fourteen months, and our third daughter was born two years later, so we had three children in a little over four years. So we were into the baby raising for a long time. We were in Oak Ridge, and in 1962, we needed more room. We were still living in the Garden Apartments – three kids. I didn’t decide to invest in Oak Ridge at that time, so we moved to Cedar Bluff in Knoxville, Knox County, at the time, and bought a little home over there. And stayed there for seven years. We moved back in 1969 when our oldest child was in third grade. And we moved back and bought a home on Windham Road and became Oak Ridgers again. And the kids all went to Linden School because it was right down the street. I’ve been an Oak Ridger – I really never – we always decided – we always wanted our kids to be in the Oak Ridge Schools. So it was 1969 that that happened. And my wife, who’s an elementary school teacher – I forgot to say she was – she came here to teach school and she taught in the Pine Valley School from 1955 through – well when we got married, she taught another year till she was pregnant with our first child, then she stopped in 1959, and she went back to teaching after our three children were about seven or eight years old. She started as an aide in the Oak Ridge Schools and she finally got a teaching job in Anderson County at the school just over the hill in Oliver Springs. And then she went to school at night and got her Master’s degree at UT, so she’s a UK – University of Kentucky graduate and University of Tennessee graduate.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh.
Mr. Kolb: Both. I tell her she can’t lose when UT plays UK. [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: That’s exactly right. 
Mr. Kolb: Because one of them is going to win. [laughter] I think I’m going to take a sip of water here.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure. Go right ahead. So she taught – 
Mr. Kolb: She taught until – she taught seventeen years. I forget the year she retired – something like 1992, I think, something like that. So she taught a total of twenty years before and after our children were raised.
Mr. McDaniel: And your kids grew up in the Oak Ridge School System.
Mr. Kolb: Yes.
Mr. McDaniel: Oak Ridge community.
Mr. Kolb: Right. 
Mr. McDaniel: I mean, what was that like for them? I guess, you know, one of the things that a lot of people have talked about, it was a great place for kids to grow up. 
Mr. Kolb: Yeah.
Mr. McDaniel: I mean, lots of opportunities for them.
Mr. Kolb: That’s right, a lot of activities. Our son Tom is a good tennis player and I was very average tennis player, but I introduced him to the game of tennis. We played a lot of tennis, he and I. And he wound up on a high school tennis team when he was in high school. He played basketball – he was pretty fair at basketball. Our daughters were very active in Girl Scouts. Our son was also a Boy Scout, and that’s where he learned to trout fish – not from me, but from his scout leader at the time – and he’s an excellent trout fisherman, my son is. He ties his own flies and that’s one of his big hobbies. Anyway, our daughters were both musically inclined. They were in the Girl Scouts and learning dance, singing, and in high school they sang in the choir choruses and stuff like that. We were very fortunate there because our son Tom went on to UT, and because he’s just an outdoor person, and he – you know, a lot of kids go to school and they change their majors one, two, three times – he wanted to become a forester. Well, back then, this is kind of the environmental movement: let’s go out and become a forest ranger. Well that’s not a very good choice when you want to make any money, but he was interested in forestry from a professional standpoint. So he got a degree from the Forestry Department of the agricultural school, and – I’ll brag a little bit – he was a top student of his quarter in the College of Agriculture when he graduated from UT in – it would’ve been something like 1980, roughly. And because of his good experience, he went on to Penn State. A professor of his got him into Penn State and he got a fellowship there, or assistantship. He got his Master’s and Ph.D. at Penn State. And now he has been teaching out in Flagstaff, Arizona at Northern Arizona University since 1992 as a professor there and he’s done very well. He’s a tremendous researcher. He turns out about four to six graduate students a year, and you can imagine all the research papers they produce, and his name is on every one of them, because he’s their major professor. He’s got a list of publications that – [laughter] long as your leg is. But anyway, he’s done well. Our oldest daughter, Ruth Ann, went to Georgetown College up in Georgetown, Kentucky, which is a Baptist school, and here we raised them as Lutherans, but her grandmother, my wife’s mother went there. And so she went to Georgetown and she’s a party animal; they love to party at Georgetown regardless that they’re Baptists.
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: Background – every weekend they were down there in Lexington partying, [laughter] as we found out, but she did well, graduated at the top of her class, and she majored in English and Business. When she graduated, she got a job selling word processing systems – I forget the name – the company has gone belly-up since then, but did pretty well. One of her big clients was the big company in downtown Knoxville – it now is the Federal Courthouse – it became the Federal Courthouse.
Mr. McDaniel: Whittle Communications.
Mr. Kolb: Whittle Communications – thank you. That was one of her main customers, and they decided that they could hire her full-time to take care of their word processing needs. And so that’s what she did and she did that until she got married. Also another experience both daughters had was during the 1982 World’s Fair. They both got jobs at the World’s Fair. Ruth Ann, our oldest daughter, worked for the Australian government,  their demonstration, and Australian’s like beer and my daughter liked beer. She had a good time with the Australian’s. [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: I’ll bet.
Mr. Kolb: Our younger daughter, Nancy, she worked in different avenues there. They both worked at the World’s Fair and had a good experience.
Mr. McDaniel: [coughing] Excuse me.
Mr. Kolb: But anyway, our younger daughter, Nancy – two years younger than Ruth Ann – when she graduated from Carson-Newman College, another Baptist school – 
Mr. McDaniel: Another Baptist college.
Mr. Kolb: – yeah – did well there. She got a job in the computer business. She majored in Business Administration. She worked in computers for a while and then because of her experience – they did that at Whittle, so Ruth Ann helped her get a job at Whittle, and they were both working at Whittle. Well, my oldest daughter had gotten married and she was helping our younger daughter, Nancy, find a mate. So one day she talked to this good friend of hers named Phil Redding, one of the Whittle marketers, and she was talking to Phil and said would you like to – I forget how this went, but she was lining up a date for her sister Nancy with Phil, but Phil was thinking she was coming on to him.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh.
Mr. Kolb: Here she had a ring – [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: – wedding ring on – what’s going on here?
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: Well, she finally straightened that out and she got the date set up, and Phil and Nancy got together and they were married a year or so later and they’ve have a good marriage. Actually both of them have worked part-time, but they were able to stay home and raise their kids and they’ve done well. Ruth Ann is now in Richland, Washington. Her husband is a Fluor Daniel engineer doing waste cleanup out there in Richland. That’s what he’ll do for the rest of his life. And my other daughter Nancy is in Gaithersburg, Maryland, and she works part-time for a church, but she’s an excellent craftsperson. She does ceramics, she does jewelry, she made hooked rugs. You know, for a while I was telling everyone, “My God, my daughter’s a ‘hooker.’”
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: “She’s really a ‘hooker.’ And she’s an excellent ‘hooker.’” [laughter] Hooked rugs. But living in the Washington Metro area you know, you have all these contacts. It’s a huge population base. You have all these contacts you can make.
Mr. McDaniel: Now what year did your younger daughter graduate Carson-Newman?
Mr. Kolb: Okay. That would’ve been mid ’80s at least.
Mr. McDaniel: She was born in ’63?
Mr. Kolb: She was born in ’62.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh, so she would’ve been there about ’80 to – 
Mr. Kolb: ’82, yeah, ’82 to ’85.
Mr. McDaniel: I was there then.
Mr. Kolb: She was a pom-pom girl.
Mr. McDaniel: Was she? I was there then. I don’t think I knew her.
Mr. Kolb: She was on the cover of the homecoming football program the year when she was a senior, as a pom-pom girl waving the pom-poms. [laughter] You may have seen her, I don’t know.
Mr. McDaniel: I may have. I may have known her.
Mr. Kolb: Yeah. So they all got good college experiences and good training and married well. They’re still all married and none of them divorced. They all got – got seven grandchildren. Three, two, and two, and enjoy seeing them all. Five of those seven are now in college. So they’re paying these big education bills we didn’t have to face.
Mr. McDaniel: So let’s get to when you retired. This is kind of another phase of your life. After you retired, what happened? What did you decide to do? Or what did your wife decide for you to do?
Mr. Kolb: Well, you know, you have this to-do list among other things. We built this house in 1989, so we were living here when I retired in 1994. And in the meantime, both of my parents – we moved them down from Illinois – they were in their eighties and had health issues coming up. So they lived here in Oak Ridge and they both passed away. My father would be ninety-four, my mother ninety-one, so we had a lot of stuff going on with them in the early ’90s, mid ’90s. But they’re passed on. But anyway when I retired, one thing that happened – I meant to go back – I’ve been a Lion for twenty-seven years. I’ve been active in our local Lion’s Club for twenty-seven years, and done different – I’ve done everything. [laughter] But in addition, when I retired I had a good friend, Harold Alexander, who was a volunteer at the Welcome Center, our Welcome Center, and they decided to move to Florida. So they left Oak Ridge and there was a vacancy there for one of the volunteers at the Welcome Center. And he talked to me about what a wonderful, not job, but experience he had talking to all the people coming in from all over the world. So I applied for that and started working back about 1995 in the Welcome Center and I’ve been there ever since.
[break in recording]
Mr. McDaniel: So you decided to do some research into Oak Ridge history.
Mr. Kolb: Right. And in 1999 a new organization was started in Oak Ridge called the Oak Ridge Heritage & Preservation Association. The main mission initially was to save the Midtown Community Center, which is still in Oak Ridge on the corner of Robertsville Road and Turnpike, which had been vacated by the city and had no use anymore. Everyone was concerned that a Manhattan Project building was going to be knocked down and sold to private interests, and there were a lot of World War II vintage buildings in Oak Ridge being destroyed for redevelopment. So that was the genesis of ORHPA, as we called it. So we got started and I joined; I was there at their creation. I worked with a lot of wonderful people and I became the first Treasurer, actually, of the organization. I worked as a treasurer for three years, which is a very interesting experience, because we applied for and got tax exempt status with the Federal Government real easily. It was amazing how easy that was. Getting the state exemption was a real problem, which I won’t go into. So I’m still a member of ORHPA. I’m not very active because of my health condition, but one of the things that ORHPA wanted to do was to get oral histories of Manhattan Project people, and nobody stepped forward to do it, so like a dumb engineer, I said, “Well, I’ll try it.” So I did, and I got where we had contact with Kurt Peeler at UT who’s doing the oral histories on wartime projects, got literature from the Oak Ridge [Public] Library who had had an interest and still does have an interest in oral histories, and started to take oral histories. I guess I did about thirty of them over the next several years and turned them over to the Oak Ridge Library subsequently and they still have them there. But that was a very interesting – and this isn’t a job, it’s just a hobby, but talked to some very interesting people.  
Mr. McDaniel: I’m sure you learned lots of interesting facts and heard great stories.
Mr. Kolb: Oh Lord, heard great stories from all the – see I was not a Manhattan Project person, but I was like maybe second generation, ten years later. But yeah. I heard a lot of wonderful stories and could incorporate them in my little talk, when I talk to visitors, which made it very interesting. So that was another big activity of mine, the ORHPA and the Welcome Center, and still are. I’m not that active in ORHPA; I try to go but I have other conflicts with my church activities to some degree. I used to sing in Lutheran choir here and that was always a big activity of mine, too. Anyway, I’ll let you [tell me] what else you want to talk about.
Mr. McDaniel: Why don’t you pick out two or three of those really good stories of things that you heard?
Mr. Kolb: Oh. As I mentioned, before we started, Grady Whitman, my first interviewee, had some amazing stories. One of which was – and you know this – is that the liquor, hard liquor was not allowed in Oak Ridge. But he was in the SED – the Special Engineering Detachment, so there were about a thousand, roughly, Army personnel. They were scientifically trained students; in his case, he was an engineering student at Ohio State. Anyway, when these SED guys went off the reservation, especially in the wintertime, they all wore these heavy Army coats. Grady was not a big drinker, but he always had a long list of orders for liquor. He could go over to a nearby town – the closest town where they sold liquor – and they never searched the Army personnel when they came back through the gate.
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: They came through and could carry hooch by the whatever. And I just wonder whether that was kind of a compensation. I’ll be honest with you, they were not searched. Everyone else was searched. You had liquor, you’d be found. They’d look under your floorboards of your car, but these guys came in and they supplied their friends or themselves or whatever. Because liquor was available, I mean, it was available. They had parties with liquor in them. That’s one story he told. Told another story about one day he was up at the T&C Café up in Jackson Square. I forget what the building is, but it’s up near the old bowling alley. Anyway, he was up there one day and he was going through the line and checking out, paying for his food, and I guess they got special rates as being Army personnel. He paid for his food and stepped aside and the next person in line was given his bill and he blew his top, this man. He said, “Well that guy just paid so-and-so much for his meal, and now you’re sticking me with this!” And he took his whole tray of food and dumped it on the cashier and [laughter] – 
Mr. McDaniel: Is that right?
Mr. Kolb: – dumped all the food [laughter] and walked out.
Mr. McDaniel: Oh, my goodness.
Mr. Kolb: And messed up the cashier. Just – oh, that was crazy. But, you know there are a lot of wild parties that went on in Oak Ridge. But of course the end-of-the-War stories are the ones that were unique. ‘Where were you when the word got out that the A-Bomb was built here?’ Or ‘developed here’ and that sort of thing. So that was an exciting time for everybody. I had this good friend Toni Schmitt who told about how she was married to a very talented chemical engineer, Chuck Schmitt, in Y-12, and he knew everything that was going on. And of course if you knew – and some people did guess it – you weren’t supposed to ever talk about it. I mean, if you were heard talking about it, you could be fired just like that. You would be out the door. And he knew, and so he dropped the word to her by mistake one day and he regretted that he did, because she was talkative and she mentioned it to one of her co-workers and that woman almost got fired. This woman, Toni Schmitt, was working in the legal department of ORO, Oak Ridge Operations. And her friend almost got fired when she dropped the word ‘bomb’ and she was told never to say that word again or you’ll be out the door. Well, she didn’t. [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: But it was very serious. And Grady told about a time when he was walking along at night one night behind two doctors who were discussing – he could hear them talking privately – they were discussing the medical effects of hazards of uranium. Well, they were working with people that maybe were getting exposed to uranium. That’s why they were discussing it. And he said those people better be careful because – well you know, Mayor Bissell was one of the spies in Oak Ridge – one out of ten people at Oak Ridge, I was told, were spies for the Army Intelligence, and they were listening for what people were talking about. They were the sources of intelligence, literally, when they said, “What you see, what you do, what you hear, stays here. [Don’t let it out.]” He was one of those spies along with a lot of other people. People didn’t know who was a spy and they let people know there were spies, so you never knew who you’re talking to. You might be talking to one of the spies, so you better shut up. The word was from Colleen Black that she belonged to a sewing club, and a day or so later, somebody talked to one of those women in that sewing club and asked this woman – a housewife – what they were talking about at their sewing club. [laughter] You know, [laughter] you let them know we wanted to know what’s going on. You know, this is serious stuff because people were convinced there were Nazi spies in here trying to find out the secret for the bomb. As happened in Los Alamos, you know, they got out there. But that was the atmosphere, yeah.
Mr. McDaniel: Let me kind of go back to your work for a couple of questions. Was the kind of work you did rewarding? Was it a passion or was it kind of just a job or just an interesting job? What was that to you?
Mr. Kolb: Well it really was all of the above, Keith. But there were a lot of frustrations in a sense that, you know, after working in the nuclear industry for many years and having so much potential and then after Three-Mile Island accident in the ’70s, to have it go through so much trouble. I still believe it’s going to come back and be a source of – it still is a big source: twenty percent of our power is generated out of nuclear reactors today and just think about if we didn’t have that, how much oil and coal we’d be burning, more than we’re doing already. So I think it’s going to come back, but I hope I live to see it. If I don’t, I think the basis is there because it’s all been given to France and Japan, and they’re using our technology, basically. It all started here. The waste disposal was all developed in Oak Ridge. The ceramic waste disposal was all developed in Oak Ridge. So the technology – it’s not a technical problem, it’s a political problem, as we all know. It’s a political problem with waste disposal. But anyway, I will mention one job which was not nuclear. After the nuclear went down, I was given other assignments and one of those in a process called ‘district heating.’ District heating was developed, oh, turn of the century when electric power companies had all this waste heat and they used it to generate steam and they – every city in the country, practically, at the time, Chicago down to Atlanta and across New York – all had these downtown heating systems, underground, which was steam systems. Well, in the ’60s and ’70s, these things were old and needed replacement and they wanted to make electricity, and they were. Department of Energy was interested in continuing that but in a much more efficient way, so they got us in touch with the district heating experts in Europe, Sweden particularly. So I got involved in the project that actually wound up – St. Paul, Minnesota has been for over twenty years heated and cooled with a central underground hot water and cold water system that’s based on Swedish technology. When you use water, you don’t have this high pressure. Instead of one thousand pound steam, you’re using one hundred pound water. And actually as a part of that project, I was involved in a movie – this ought to be interesting to you – we did a movie and went to Sweden and we filmed the system in Stockholm and Uppsala in Sweden, the district heating systems. We interviewed the officials there, and the movie’s goal was to show to utilities and convince people this is the real thing. This is something you can do. It’s not pie in the sky. It’s something that’s here today and just a matter of technology transfer from European technology to today. We actually interviewed the Governor of Minnesota at the time. He was supportive and then he actually put through legislation in Minnesota to give support to this kind of system in Minnesota, and it resulted in several towns getting these district heating systems converted over to hot water. So that was a very non-nuclear win. And that was successful, I mean, it was very, very successful. And that was very rewarding at the time and since then. That’s where I learned about Garrison Keillor, by going up to St. Paul, Minnesota. [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: [laughter] 
Mr. Kolb: You can’t go to St. Paul without knowing about Garrison Keillor. You know what I’m talking about.
Mr. McDaniel: Exactly. Well that’s good. I suppose [for] anybody in the nuclear industry, that would’ve been pretty heartbreaking in the ’70s when – one of the things that I learned – and I didn’t realize this until I did research – that Three-Mile Island – that The China Syndrome was released – 
Mr. Kolb: Yeah, about the same time.
Mr. McDaniel: – twelve days prior to the Three-Mile Island accident, and those two things together just – 
Mr. Kolb: Well it scared so many people, I mean to tell you. And of course being a member of the Lab, we found out – because there were a lot of Laboratory people that were involved in the analysis of what was going on, because they were in crisis mode up there. I’ll tell you another interesting story. In our Lion’s Club, sometime after Three-Mile Island, maybe a year later, we got an engineer from SAIC in Oak Ridge that was a specialists in loose parts, reactor loose parts problems. He was called up there during the accident to analyze whether there was – and they use acoustical techniques to try to figure out whether anything is moving around inside the reactor system that shouldn’t have been. Well, that was why he was there, but he said he found out being there, the only harmful thing that happened as a result of Three-Mile Island – nobody was irradiated. People thought they were, but they weren’t. And they scared people. But he said after about three days of the accident, all the major networks, ABC, NBC, and CBS were all there, and they separately figured out that oh, we’re going to need – they’re going to need a lot of large vessels to hold contaminated water. So they put the word out on TV that if you have a trucking system and you can carry a lot of – vessel with water, come to whatever the name of the town is, I forgot, in Pennsylvania. So about two days later, there was a huge line of – two lines coming into this little town approaching the downtown, like parades, coming at each other, and the one was headed by a TV truck with a TV camera on it – cameraman on it, and they actually bumped into the opposite truck and the guy fell over and broke his arm.
Mr. McDaniel: Is that right?
Mr. Kolb: And that was the only – it wasn’t a fatality – that was the only injury that resulted as far as they know from the Three-Mile – had nothing to do with the nuclear accident. [laughter] Of course you’ll never hear that from the TV crews, never. Never was that – [laughter] but he said he actually saw people that saw it. [laughter] 
Mr. McDaniel: My goodness.
Mr. Kolb: Yeah. Non-nuclear accident – [laughter] at Three-Mile Island. That was interesting. Alvin Weinberg, who’s been the prophet of nuclear industry and has written books about what’s going to happen maybe, I think his vision has started to come true in terms of the revitalization of the nuclear industry. I’m still a proponent. In fact, the gas cooled reactor design that I was involved in is the one that I think is going to be one of the main ones to be adopted. 
Mr. McDaniel: Well, I’m sure now that time has passed, the metallurgical problems that they had have been resolved.
Mr. Kolb: Yeah.
Mr. McDaniel: There’s advancement in – 
Mr. Kolb: Oh, tremendous advances, yeah, sure. The proposed designs are so much more efficient and safe now than the current reactors that are being run. It’s going to be a huge – and again, France and Japan are doing these things. You know, they’ve been on nuclear for twenty, thirty years. They’re not dumb.
Mr. McDaniel: Right. 
Mr. Kolb: They’re advancing also and trying these things out.
Mr. McDaniel: Sure. Well, is there anything that I haven’t asked you about that you’d like to talk about?
Mr. Kolb: Well I should comment that I came in Oak Ridge as a twenty-one-year-old college graduate in 1955, didn’t know an awful lot about life. The comment that the first meal I had in Oak Ridge, for you old-timers, was at the Snow White on the Turnpike, a greasy spoon place if there ever was one. That’s when I went and had my first supper there after driving down to Oak Ridge from Illinois. Married – was fortunate to marry a wonderful woman, my wife, have three wonderful children, had a wonderful education in the Oak Ridge schools and I love the Wildcats. I go to Wildcat football games until two years ago. We finally gave our seats up last year because I can’t get up to the stadium anymore, but I had seats for all those years and big Wildcat supporter. I love Oak Ridge. I’ve never thought about moving away from Oak Ridge. I don’t care. I tell people we love to pay high taxes. We love high taxes, because that’s why we live here, we got high taxes and we got good services and I love the library here and the features that are here, the civic services that we have here. I mean, it’s not perfect: we have terrible retail shopping, we all know that. We have problems but we stick it out, and I just love Oak Ridge. And I think in the long haul it’s going to hopefully find its way to solve some of these problems. [laughter] But in the meantime, it’s a great place to be and has been, that’s for sure. I’m an Oak Ridger.
Mr. McDaniel: All right, very good. Thank you.
Mr. Kolb: [laughter] 
[end of recording]
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