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MR. HUNNICUTT: This interview is for the Center for Oak Ridge Oral History. The date is January 27, 2016. I am Don Hunnicutt in the home of Ron Lawson, 2815 Nicholl Road, Knoxville, Tennessee, to talk about his mother, Mildred Lawson, about her work experience in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, during the Manhattan Project. Ron, please state your full name, place of birth and date, please.

MR. LAWSON: Ron Michael Lawson. I was born in Knoxville on April 6, 1950. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: And give me your father's name, place of birth and date, if you recall.

MR. LAWSON: Ernest Monroe Lawson. I'm not sure where Dad was born, but he was here in Knoxville. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: And your ...
MR. LAWSON: I believe it was in Roane County.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And your mother's maiden name, place of birth and date.

MR. LAWSON: Mildred Lawson, August the ninth, I believe it was, 1921. And I believe she lived in or around Lenoir City.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Give me the names of your grandparents on your father's side.

MR. LAWSON: Rueben Lawson. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: And do you recall where he was born and what year?

MR. LAWSON: No, I don't. My son's been doing some digging into the family history.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That's ok. What about your grandmother on your father's side?

MR. LAWSON: I don't know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ok.

MR. LAWSON: Mary, Mary Molly Hatcher, that's right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall where she was born?
MR. LAWSON: No, I don't. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: What about on your mother's side of the family?

MR. LAWSON: I believe they were, they come from around Lenoir City somewhere. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Sometimes it's hard to remember all that stuff if you don't have it written down, that's for sure. Let's talk about your father a little bit. What was his school history? Did you, did he complete high school?

MR. LAWSON: I believe he left school in or around the eighth grade.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Would you think that would be work related is the reason why he left?

MR. LAWSON: Yeah, he, he worked road construction, building highways.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What about your grandmother? Was she a homemaker all the time or did she work?

MR. LAWSON: I believe she was a homemaker.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And what about your mother's school history?

MR. LAWSON: I know that she finished elementary school but I'm not sure she finished high school or not.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you have sisters and brothers.

MR. LAWSON: I have one sister, Judy Lawson, and she lives in Powell.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, let's talk about your mother, Mildred, this article that was written in 19--, August 6, 1970, by Carson Brewer, describes your mother as being a chauffeur during the Manhattan Project out in Oak Ridge. Tell me what you know about her and what she's told you about her work.

MR. LAWSON: Well, she had told me that, during the war, she got a job in Oak Ridge as a chauffeur. One day, she was given a maroon vehicle and all the rest of the girls' had olive drab, and they were all jealous of her.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you know why they gave her a maroon vehicle?

MR. LAWSON: I have no earthly idea, but they did. But that, she said that she always, she had chauffeured the higher wigs people around, because they liked the car, you know. Something different.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Maybe they did that so they wouldn't attract attention to the people she was chauffeuring.
MR. LAWSON: It could have.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Since everybody else had olive drab vehicles, you know. In this article, it talked about, it was a '42 Chevrolet and there was a particular time that Mildred chauffeured a particular item [in 1945]. Do you recall what that article was talking about where she went to the airport?

MR. LAWSON: We had talked about it, and she had told me that one day, she received a call to report to this building. And when she got there, she said there was a lot of activity and a lot of people around, and she was told to remain in her car. Then, a couple of guys came out and they placed a, I don't remember if it was a satchel or a box or something, in the car. Then one got behind her and one got in the front seat with her. She was told that they were going to the airport.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, according to the ... Let me back up a minute. According to the article, it was around, sometime before August the sixth, she doesn't remember whether it was July or early August, when her boss told her what you just related. I want to get that information in so we kind of have a time frame about ...

MR. LAWSON: Ok, yeah it was ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... what we're doing here.

MR. LAWSON: ... July, late July or early August when she made this trip. And there was a car of armed guards in front of her and another car of armed guards behind her. And she was told not to stop.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, it says here, “not even stop for the highway patrol”.

MR. LAWSON: Don't stop for anything. And do not let a car get between her and the car in front or behind her.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall, when she told you this story, whether she was nervous about this, or whether it seemed to affect her any way. (clears throat)

MR. LAWSON: No, because she had, you know, she had been driving people around for a while and, to her, it just seemed like another trip.

MR. HUNNICUTT: The article said that, she said that, it looked like an iron box and it looked like it was heavy, the way they were carrying it.

MR. LAWSON: I believe she said it took two people to carry it. But they left Oak Ridge and went to the airport, and they drove out onto the flight line.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, we're talking about Knoxville ...

MR. LAWSON: In Knoxville.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... airport.
MR. LAWSON: Yes, Knoxville airport. There was a plane sitting there with the engines running. They told her to stay in the car. The guards got out of the car, two of them got the box, and put it on the airplane, closed the door, and they sat there 'til the airplane left. Then they returned back to Oak Ridge.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Also, the article said, very possibly, it was a V.W. Wulff, that's W-U-L-F-F, the Emergency Planning Coordinator, of the Security Division, Oak Ridge, was a special agent in charge of Counterintelligence Corps, detached with the Manhattan Project. The article seemed to think he was probably in charge of that. Does that ring a bell with you? Did she happen to mention anybody's name?

MR. LAWSON: No, she never mentioned anybody's particular name.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Probably, according to the article, it was probably uranium-235 or plutonium that was being delivered probably to Los Alamos. Obviously she wouldn't have known that.

MR. LAWSON: No, but the strange thing was that, a couple of weeks after this delivery that she made, the bomb was detonated.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Right. More than likely that's exactly what they had. It also said that they traveled in pairs, with one carrying the material in an oversized briefcase. The material was in the form of a small, solid cylinder which fit into lead containers, that served as shields against escaping radioactivity. And they traveled from Oak Ridge to Knoxville by car and boarded a plane here and, more often than not, they went from here to Chicago and from there to Los Alamos where the bombs were armed. So, that plane probably flew to some destination and whether it was Los Alamos, who knows, but anyway, it was quite a thing. What about some other instances or stories, that your mother told you about being a courier in Oak Ridge do you recall?

MR. LAWSON: She wouldn't say much about her job there, but she did, she would open up and tell me about this story. But she did say that she did circle around a lot of the higher ups.

MR. HUNNICUTT: It also said here, she drove General Leslie R. Groves, who was head of the Manhattan Project. She remembers a conversation with him a day or two earlier then, (and 25 years ago,) when this article was written, 1970. She said her husband, Ernest, was a Marine in the South Pacific, and she hadn't seen him in a long time. Do you remember that? Did she tell you about that conversation?

MR. LAWSON: No, she didn't.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, she told General Groves, "All I want for my birthday is the end of the war." He said, "You'll have a birthday present that you'll never forget." So, that obviously that was close to when Japan surrendered.

MR. LAWSON: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall how long your mother worked in Oak Ridge?

MR. LAWSON: I don't know how long she worked.
MR. LAWSON: Do you know how long she lived there or where she lived?

MR. LAWSON: Now, when I was born in 1950, we lived out in Claxton, in what used to be Lange's Trailer Court, which was right at the corner of Edgemoor and Clinton Highway. Of course, it's not there anymore. Dad worked construction when he got out of the service.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What type of construction did he work?

MR. LAWSON: I'm sorry?

MR. HUNNICUTT: What did he do when he worked construction?

MR. LAWSON: Well, he was an operator, a heavy equipment operator and then he became a superintendent.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did he work in Oak Ridge on any construction projects?

MR. LAWSON: He worked all around: Knoxville, Oak Ridge, and around.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Can you recall, do you have any photographs of your mother back in the day?

MR. LAWSON: Yes, I do.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall any other stories she might have related to you about Oak Ridge of any sort?

MR. LAWSON: Just how secret everything was. That's my mother and dad, and this was taken February 27, 1944 in California, before Daddy went overseas. I can't remember when this one was taken. This was when my mother and father… sometime in around 1970ish.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did your mother work any after the Manhattan Project? Did she work anywhere else?
MR. LAWSON: She became a cosmetologist and she had a little shop in our home there in Powell. They built a home in Powell, just across the Knox County line, into Knox County.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you know how your mother met your father or where?

MR. LAWSON: No, I don't know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you know when they got married or where they got married?

MR. LAWSON: I believe they got ... Didn't they get married in, before Daddy went to the service? So, I would say somewhere around '43, '44.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I was looking at this article here again and it's just kind of strange, she said, your mother, that is, said there was lots of girls who drove in the motor pool, and it's just strange that she had an olive drab, I mean, a different colored automobile. That's the first time we've ever heard about that. When do you recall your mother relating this story? Do you remember how old you were when that happened?

MR. LAWSON: Oh, I was probably in my early teens when I first heard the story.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, I may have asked you this, do you know why Carson Brewer wrote this article, by any means?

MR. LAWSON: I have no idea. I was away in the Air Force at that time. I don't know if she contacted him or what the circumstances were.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And what is the date that your mother passed away.
MR. LAWSON: She passed away on March the 27th, 1997. She was involved in a tragic vehicle accident.

MR. HUNNICUTT: There's another little bit of interesting information from this article that your mother, she said that, as a security precaution they varied the route they sometimes flew, they're talking about the couriers. They didn't know what they carried in the zipped and locked briefcases, but they weren't supposed to talk about them anyway, and they weren't supposed to tell anyone the truth about where they came from and where they were going. Do you, by any chance, have your mother's badge, work badge when she worked there?

MR. LAWSON: No, unfortunately, I don't. I've never seen it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And also it says, she says, that they were never supposed to let anyone get their hands on the, the black or sometimes brown briefcases, but once or twice, a helpful reporter got hold of one before they could stop him, and were shocked at the weight of the things. So, this was one of many trips that was taken between Oak Ridge and wherever it went. It sound like to me that being a chauffeur would really be a, an exciting job to do. You would never know who you were going to chauffeur, or where you're going to go, but I know they had a lot of, lot of ladies back in those days that did that. I don't know of anything else I can ask you about that, unless you can recall something else.

MR. LAWSON: I know she enjoyed her job. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you know how long she worked at Y-12, by any chance?

MR. LAWSON: No, I don't.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you know the reason why she went to work out there?
MR. LAWSON: I guess, just like anything else, just economics. She needed a job and somehow she got that job.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, ok, with that ...

MR. LAWSON: Dad was, Dad was gone to the war and he got, he got injured at Iwo Jima.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did, was he able to come home after the injury ...

MR. LAWSON: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... or did he have to stay?
MR. LAWSON: Well, it was after they took the island, and he was testing a bulldozer, and ran over a land mine, and it exploded and threw him off the 'dozer and landed in the dirt and he was, he was injured. He received a Purple Heart.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I see. Well, he was lucky he was on the bulldozer.

MR. LAWSON: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Probably would have taken his life.

MR. LAWSON: He was in the construction crew there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How long was he in the military?

MR. LAWSON: I guess until the end of the war or, you know, if, you know, if he couldn't function after the injury.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, was he disabled after the injury?
MR. LAWSON: No, he lived a very long and productive life and he built interstate highways from here to Illinois, and Kentucky, and Indiana, and all around. He worked for TVA [Tennessee Valley Authority], he was wanting to retire and after they, he had said, after they finished a job at Lenoir City, that he was going to retire, but he suffered a heart attack at work and passed away before he could.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, Ron, I appreciate you giving us this information about your mother. I want to thank you for your time today, and we appreciate the information you've given us.

MR. LAWSON: Well, I thank you.
[End of Interview]
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