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MR. HUNNICUTT: This interview is for the Center for Oak Ridge Oral History. The date is July 26, 2016. I am Don Hunnicutt, in the studio of BBB Communications, LLC, 170 Randolph Road, Oak Ridge, Tennessee, to take Mr. J.R. Robinette's oral history about living, and working in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. J.R., please state your full name, place of birth, and date of birth.

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok. I'm J.R. Robinette. I only have initials, only. And, my birth date is 1-13-'28, and I was born in Roane County, in the Bradbury community, January, 13, 1928, and that was, I, a lot of people called it Unlucky Friday the thirteenth. But my mother might not have thought it was, she might've thought it was a unlucky day, but I didn't, because I've enjoyed 88 years living.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, tell me about your initials, J.R. How did that, your parents arrive at that?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I tell everybody, we was so poor, we couldn't afford a name, so she just give me initials. (laughter) But, one of my grandfather's was named Jerry and one was Richard, and they just took the "J," and the "R," and that's how I ended up with initials only. It creates problems, because when they ask for a full name, if you don't put, "initials only," they kick the papers back. I learned that years ago, so ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, you all was so poor you couldn't afford a name, and you were probably so poor you couldn't pay attention, either, right?

MR. ROBINETTE: (laughs) Exactly. (laughter)

MR. HUNNICUTT: That's good. Tell me your father's name, place of birth, and date.

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok. My father's name was Isaiah Robinette, and he ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Eugene, if it matters.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, Isaiah Eugene Robinette, and he was borned in Scott County, Virginia. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Blackwater.

MR. ROBINETTE: Blackwater, Virginia. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: It was September the 30th, 1904.

MR. ROBINETTE: September the 30th, 1904.

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

MR. ROBINETTE: Her name was Velma ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Bessie.

MR. ROBINETTE: Bessie Robinette, I mean, Ladd. Velma Bessie Ladd. And, she was born in Roane County. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: May the 14th.

MR. ROBINETTE: May the 14th ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: 1905.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... 19 and five.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, you said you were born in Bradbury community. Where is that located in Roane County.

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, it's just across the ... (clears throat) Excuse me, Clinch River, in the, let's see, it's above the Gallaher, it's between the Gallaher road, and it was ... What was it that we used to use to cross the rivers on? 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ferries. 

MR. ROBINETTE: Ferries ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Ferries.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... between there, and White Wing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ok.
MR. ROBINETTE: And across the river from Clinch ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, it's on the other side of the Clinch River, what we know as Melton Lake tail waters now.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, you went across by ferry, across the Clinch River at Gallaher Ferry. So, White Wing was the bridge that was built during the Manhattan Project.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right, that was the floating bridge.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So we can get this oriented right, that area on the other side of the Clinch River was the area that you were born in.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: The Bradbury community.

MR. ROBINETTE: You can almost see the area from where we lived, but where the ridge, and, and trees, no you couldn't see it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What, on your father's side, your grandfather, what was his name?
MR. ROBINETTE: His name was Jerry.

MRS. ROBINETTE: Jeremiah.

MR. ROBINETTE: Jeremiah Robinette.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, where did that family live?
MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, he lived in Virginia, and he moved to Roane ... (clears throat) excuse me, moved to Roane County, in 1913, in a covered wagon, from Virginia, to the Bradbury community. He had the cows tied behind the wagon. As they moved down, they would stop at the people's barns, and the people would let them spend the night. Then, if the cows would give any milk, after being on the road, they would give that to the people where they spent the night.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, do you know why your family migrated down to, to Roane County?

MR. ROBINETTE: I have no idea, but they certainly enjoyed it, once they got here.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you have brothers and sisters?

MR. ROBINETTE: I had, I had two brothers. They both are passed away. One's older and one younger. And I have one sister, that is 10 years younger than I am, and she's still living, and ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: What were your brother’s names?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, my older brother was Grover Eugene Robinette, and my ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: His was June the 11th, '26.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, he was born June 11th, 1926. And then, my younger brother was Robert Alan ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, your sister's name?

MR. ROBINETTE: Norma Jean Robinette, and she married a Hensley, now.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, does she still live in the area?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes. She's still living.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What was your father's school history?
MR. ROBINETTE: I think he went to about the, about the fifth, sixth grade.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That, that seems to be typical for that era.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You ended up going to school to get enough education so you could go to work.

MR. ROBINETTE: Exactly, yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What about your mother? Did she work?
MR. ROBINETTE: My mother, the only work she ever done was housekeeping, taking care of us kids. She never worked outside of the, the home, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You know what grade education she had?
MRS. ROBINETTE: She went to high school.

MR. ROBINETTE: She graduated from high school. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: I guess it was high school. Might've been the eighth grade, but, I guess, it's high school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, were you born at home?

MR. ROBINETTE: I was born at home. It was a snowy day, the doctor came out, and he had to, kind of, wait. So, the house had cracks in the floor, and she said, he would set there and drop stuff down in the cracks of the floor, waiting for me to arrive. (laughter)

MR. HUNNICUTT: Entertained yourself, didn't you?

MR. ROBINETTE: Right, killing time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What type of work did your father do?
MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, he was a lot like me. He, after him and my mother got married, they moved to Virginia, for a short period of time, and he worked in the coal mine up there. A year later, my grandfather, his father, said there was some property for sale, and wanted to know if he was interested. There, it joined with his property, and he said, yes, he was. So, he bought the property, and moved back to Roane County. Then, he was a blacksmith, he was a carpenter, he had a sawmill, a grist mill, and all kind of things. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Blacksmith. Blacksmith shop.

MR. ROBINETTE: Blacksmith shop. Then, when Oak Ridge developed, then, he applied for a job in Oak Ridge, I guess, it was 1943, or '44. He worked at the steam plant in Y-12, in 1950, I guess it was, when Tennessee Eastman left, he got laid off. No, it was before, whenever Tennessee Eastman left. Then, he got a job back then, at Y-12, later, as a millwright. Then, he worked as a millwright until he retired, I believe, when he was 65-years-old, then.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you know what the duties of a millwright is? And what his job duties were?

MR. ROBINETTE: All kind of maintenance work.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Just a do-it-all ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Just do it all.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... maintenance man.

MR. ROBINETTE: That's right. That was electrical work, plumbing work, all kind of maintenance work, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where did you first attend school?

MR. ROBINETTE: At Bradbury School, elementary school, and, it was two houses from where we lived, so we walked, walked to school. That was before they had any cafeteria, anything, in the school, so we would walk home to eat lunch, and then, go back to school, then, after lunch. The only time we got to take our lunch to school was when our parents was both going to be gone, and that was a delight for us, because we got to take a lunch to school, during the ... and enjoy eating at school, you know. And, a lot of the things, back then, we didn't have. About all we had was biscuits. We didn't have store-bought bread. But, there was another family that had pretty well off, because he worked for TVA [Tennessee Valley Authority], the father did, and they had light bread, and they would bring these sandwiches on lighter bread, and we would trade our biscuits to them, for the light bread. They enjoyed it and we enjoyed it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What type of sandwiches did they bring?

MR. ROBINETTE: I guess it was country ham, I guess. And, things like that, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That was a good trade, wasn't it?

MR. ROBINETTE: (laughs) Exactly. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: The school houses had, you know ... 

MR. ROBINETTE: It had two rooms. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Fourth and eighth grade.

MR. ROBINETTE: One, one through the ... first through the fifth grade, I believe, or sixth grade. And then, seventh and eighth grade was in the other room. So, it was two rooms.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How do you remember the school, inside the school, how was it heated? What heated the school itself?

MR. ROBINETTE: We had ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Pot-bellied stove.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... these big 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Pot-bellied stove.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... pot-belly stove, you know. And they used wood, and it heat, and they was one in each, each room.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, the school was separated, the rooms were separated for each grade level?

MR. ROBINETTE: No. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: It's two, two rooms.

MR. ROBINETTE: First through the sixth, I guess, was all together, and then, the sixth and eighth was all together.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, you had one teacher teaching one through six?

MR. ROBINETTE: One teacher.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Tell me how that worked.

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I think that was real good, because us younger students got to learn what the older students was learning. I think that was part of the education, you know, and I think it was good. It may not be today, but it was back in those days.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, the older might've learned from the younger, as well, too, you know. 

MR. ROBINETTE: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: It's a combination there.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right. So, we ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: What was your teacher's name? Do you remember?
MR. ROBINETTE: We had two or three. One was Miss Waller, and one was Mr. Johnson, and I don't remember. But Mr. Johnson had the seventh and eighth grade, and Miss Waller had the younger group.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, when you were bad in school, how did they punish you?
MR. ROBINETTE: With a switch.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You got switched in front of everybody?

MR. ROBINETTE: Exactly. Everybody got to see the punishment, you know. But, I was fortunate. I never had to be punished at school. (laughs) Only at home.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, did you have homework to do, going to school?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember that. But, I may have, but I don't remember ever having to do any homework.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you ever ... Did they provide the books for you, and did you leave them at school, or did you take them with you, home?

MR. ROBINETTE: I think we left them at school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What time do you, did you go to school in the morning?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember, but it's probably ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Was it before daylight you had to leave?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, because we were just next door. Now, a lot of the students had to ride the bus, and so on, but, like I say, we were next door. I guess, it was probably nine o'clock.

MRS. ROBINETTE: No, remember, because it was just kerosene lamps ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: ... for light. 

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, we had ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Had to wait until it was daylight. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, the lighting was kerosene lamps?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, until, let's see, it was 19 and 41, I guess. And, that was after I'd already left that school. The electricity came to the school, there. The school had electricity, then, due to the war, they couldn't extend the power lines, and we were just two houses away, so, we couldn't have the TVA power. But, there again, my father, he's a jack of all trades, and he had gone to Indiana, with his friend, took his truck, and they bought a Delco system. And, brought it back, and we used that Delco system, it was typical to the electric power, except it was 32 volt. We had electric refrigerator, lights, fan, and about everything, radio, about everything that the people with TVA power had. So, we were fortunate, and the only one in the community that had this system.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did the TVA power come from the Kingston Steam Plant?
MR. ROBINETTE: Kingston Steam Plant wasn't even there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Ok.
MR. ROBINETTE: I was, I guess, from, well, I guess, that was before Watts Bar, I believe. I'm not sure. I'm not, don't remember what year ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: It came somewhere down the line, right?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: From somewhere.

MR. ROBINETTE: But, but I don't think it was Norris, because that'd be too far away, but anyway, the power was there, I believe, in '41, I believe, at the school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And what grade level did you complete school?
MR. ROBINETTE: I completed sophomore in high school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you like school?

MR. ROBINETTE: No. Never did. (laughter)

MR. HUNNICUTT: What was the typical dress that a boy wore to school, in those days?

MR. ROBINETTE: We wore overalls, is what I wore. The girls, I don't know what they wore, you know. But, we wore overalls, and that was typical for the boys, and the men, too, you know, in that time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What type of shoes did you wear?

MR. ROBINETTE: Most of the time, I went barefooted, except in the wintertime, and then, whatever shoes, you know, was ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Just lace-up type shoes?
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes. (coughs)

MR. HUNNICUTT: What did you do during the summer, growing up at home?
MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I always helped my grandfather, which had about 300 acres, that joined our property. But, it was about a mile away, and, (coughs) excuse me, and, across the creek from where we were. I'd walk over and help him. He was a farmer, and I would help him do his farming work. Then, home work, that I had to do at home, you know. So ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Tell me what it was like, typically, at Christmas time at your house.

MR. ROBINETTE: Oh, we always looked forward to Santa Claus coming, you know. We always tried to prepare for him, you know. And ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: What, what was some of the things you got at Christmas time?
MR. ROBINETTE: Usually a little toy, or something like that, or, maybe, maybe an orange or something, which was a treat back then, you know.

MRS. ROBINETTE: You got out your stocking, you got an orange or an apple, or some candy.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, we always hung up our socks on the mantle, and looked forward to getting up on Christmas morning, seeing what we got. But, usually, it's a small toy, or something like that. It wasn't ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember how you felt when you found out about Santa Claus?

MR. ROBINETTE: Disappointed. (laughter)

MR. HUNNICUTT: We all were, wasn't we?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, disappointed.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, what was the first job that you had?

MR. ROBINETTE: The first job that I had (coughs) other than working for my grandfather, and my father, I went to work in Oak Ridge. I was a sophomore in high school. I wanted to do my part to help win the war, so, I joined Y-12, and went to work there for Tennessee Eastman when I was 17-years-old. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: [Inaudible]
MR. HUNNICUTT: So, what, what type work did you do for Tennessee Eastman?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, I worked as a stock keeper in the cafeteria, because at the age of 17, you couldn't work out in the plant. You had to be 18 to work out in the plant. So, I went to work in the cafeteria. Back then, everything was rationed, even the gasoline that we had to put in our cars, you had to have coupons for that. In the cafeteria, the cigarettes, and all kind of stuff, was rationed. So, but what we done, in the job at the cafeteria, we received all the supplies and foods for (coughs) for the cafeteria and canteens. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Let's, let's back up a minute. You referred to the Gallaher ferry. Where, exactly, can you remember the ferry crossed the Clinch River?

MR. ROBINETTE: It was just about where the power plant was, later, at K-25.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, is, today's Gallaher Bridge, if you're going west, it'd be to the right of that, upstream?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes. It'd be to the right, if you were going west.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Right. And, how big a ferry was that? Do you recall?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember, but I remember they was more than one car could get on the ferry.
MR. HUNNICUTT: And that was the only way you could cross the Clinch River, at that particular section.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right. There was no bridge there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, wasn't there another ferry on downstream, at Kingston, that ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That ferry ran for a long time.
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, it was where the two rivers come together, down there. It was a ferry there, yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Tell me what you remember about where K-25 was built, what was there when you were growing up in that area?

MR. ROBINETTE: It was the Wheat community, and one of the things I remember about that is whenever I was in school at Bradbury, we went to Wheat School ... (coughs)… excuse me, to a basketball tournament. We always played outside on the ball court. They had this inside in the gym. They had to have tennis shoes, and so on, because of the floor in there. But, I didn't have any tennis shoes, so they, a teacher went to our coach. He put me in there in sock feet, and I couldn't even stand up on that hardwood floor. So, he had to take me out. I don't remember if we won that game or not, but that, the old Wheat School is close to where K-25 is today.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall where that was located, in, in that area?

MR. ROBINETTE: Not exactly. But, it was somewhere in the Wheat community there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You know where Blair Road is today ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ...at the flash, at the red light. It was somewhere right up that intersection, close to ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Close by there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah.
MR. ROBINETTE: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What else do you remember in that area, down through there? Was there anything where K-25 was built? Was there anything there at all, in that area?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, they used to be Wheat College, down there. My grandfather, Ladd, he, he taught at Wheat College, there. I don't know exactly where that building was.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, it was on past George Jones church, down there. Do you remember where George Jones church, the church that's there now?

MR. ROBINETTE: We go to that reunion every year.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you have family members that went there, or was part of that church, back in the day?

MR. ROBINETTE: Not that I know of.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, how often did you cross that ferry, coming this way?

MR. ROBINETTE: Not very often. Just a very few times in my lifetime.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, basically, the only time you crossed was to go to the Wheat community for whatever reason, or did you come further on up to the Robertsville area?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, we never did come up that far. It was (phone rings) only to the Wheat community, there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: We, you were talking about working at Y-12, when you were 17, in the cafeteria. How did you get a job, and where did you go to get this job?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok. I don't remember what month I applied for the job, but it was, you know where Home Depot is today, about right this side of there, in those brick buildings there. They're federal buildings.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Oh, those clay tile buildings?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: On the back side of ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... Administration Road.

MR. ROBINETTE: That's where I applied. I had to take my training there, in those buildings, before I went to Y-12.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How did you know there was a job available?

MR. ROBINETTE: (coughs) Through my father, because he worked at Y-12, at that time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember how he got a job at Y-12?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't, don't remember. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: They wanted anybody they could get.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, I'm, I'd say you're right there. Did, did your family have a car?

MR. ROBINETTE: My father had a car, and a truck, because he used the truck for his sawmill work, and grist mill work, and so on. So ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, now, when they were building Y-12, how soon did he go to work at Y-12? Do you remember?

MR. ROBINETTE: I believe it's 1943, or '44. I'm not sure what year.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, Gallaher Bridge had already, the first Gallaher Bridge had already been built.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, tell me where you remember that being. The first Gallaher Bridge, not today's Gallaher Bridge.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, I remember that. Then, they had the guard gate, this, on this side of the river there, and they had several places that you went through. You know, that, and the Army is the one that done the controlling there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where was the bridge located?
MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, it's just a little bit ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: In comparison to today's bridge.
MR. ROBINETTE: It's a little bit ... (coughs) little bit north, no, east, of where the bridge is today.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, the old road off the four-lane, if you took a right, doesn't that little two-lane road go down to where the bridge used to be? You know where I'm talking about?

MR. ROBINETTE: Whenever you cross the new bridge, you go down, and turn left, and go back under the bridge, and it's a short distance (coughs) excuse me. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Wasn't it a floating bridge at Gallaher? Was it a floating bridge?

MR. ROBINETTE: No!

MR. HUNNICUTT: No, that was White Wing.

MR. ROBINETTE: White Wing's the only one.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, what you're referring to is on the Oak Ridge side, but over on the Roane County side, if you're coming this way, there's a four-lane, you know, the four-lane just before the curve, there's a two-lane road, if I don't remember it, that went down to the bridge, from the Roane County side.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, what you're saying is, on the Oak Ridge side, as soon as you cross the bridge, you had to go through a guard gate.

MR. ROBINETTE: Exactly. Run by the Army.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, now, do you recall whether your father worked shift work, or, or was he on regular shift?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, he worked regular shift. A day shift.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did he ever tell you, or say anything to the family about what he did?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, no, never did. (laughs) [Inaudible]. (laughs)

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, you got a job and went to work at Y-12. Do you remember where you went to get a badge, prior to getting into Y-12?

MR. ROBINETTE: I think they give us all that at this building I was telling you about earlier.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Up by the administration, Federal Administration Building?

MR. ROBINETTE: Right, right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, what, what was your work hours, that you worked at Y-12, that first job?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, we had to be there at seven o'clock. It was seven to three shift. (coughs)

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, how did you get to work, if your father was working, as well?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I think I had, I think went into work with him for a while. And then ... (coughs) Excuse me. Later, after I got a little bit of money, I bought my own car then. So.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How much money were you making? What was your first paycheck like?

MR. ROBINETTE: Sixty-five cents an hour.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And you worked 40 hours?
MR. ROBINETTE: Right. One of the benefits that we got, we got a free lunch. We didn't have to pay for a lunch, since we worked at the cafeteria. (coughs) Excuse me.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, what was your job duty at the cafeteria?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, we had to receive all the supplies, and, for the food, and everything that was sold through the cafeteria or the canteens. They was canteens there. They was, I think, about five cafeterias, and I'm not sure how many canteens there was. So.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you, did you work the main cafeteria?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes. It was nice to have an 11-day supply.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You remember who the supervisor over the cafeteria was?
MR. ROBINETTE: Not at this point, I can't think of what ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: It may come to you. Was there a lot of men, or women, or what was the ratio between women and men working the cafeteria?

MR. ROBINETTE: There was more women than there were men. (coughs) One thing that I remember that I'll, probably, never forget ... (coughs) The cafeteria was around the clock, you know. We come in one morning, and a boy in the bakery had been electrocuted. What happened, he was mopping the floor, and they were one of these floor fans that stands way up, and somehow, it shorted it out, and killed him, there, in the bakery, in, in the building I worked in. So, that was really a shock for us, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember what portal you came through when you went to the cafeteria?

MR. ROBINETTE: It was the, let's see, central portal, I believe. It was, I think, north portal, and then, central, I believe.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah.
MR. ROBINETTE: So, that's one. And, we worked right down below. (coughs)

MR. HUNNICUTT: You remember what your badge number was?
MR. ROBINETTE: 41831.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That's good.
MR. ROBINETTE: And, my father's badge number was 1691.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 1691.
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: He's pretty ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... pretty low.

MR. ROBINETTE: Then, later, they changed our badge number. They let us use social security numbers. (noises off camera) Then, they voided that, and then, reassigned us, and my number then was 1600 and something. I don't remember the last part of it, but it was a low number, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, when you were, you mentioned you couldn't work out in the other area until you, of the plant, until you were 18. Do you remember why that was the case?

MR. ROBINETTE: That was the law, back then. The building that I worked in (clears throat) was just across on the south side from building I-9731, the first building that was ever built in Y-12, you know, I-9731.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That's the pilot plant for the calutrons, I believe.
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What was the next job you had?
MR. ROBINETTE: Ok ... (coughs) excuse me. After I become 18, I had to register for the draft. Then, I was going to be drafted, and I didn't want to go into the Army, so I volunteered for the Navy, because my brother was already in the Navy. So, I left there in 19 and 46, March 29, 1946. I had to volunteer for the Navy for three years, if I's going to be drafter, I only had to serve 24 months. But I thought it was worth it to just go to the Navy. So, but I didn't have to serve but two years, in the Navy, because they had so many volunteers, they didn't need us to stay. So, we had a choice of getting out, of being discharged, and then, I still had to stay in reserve for five years, because of the war situation. Then, I came back, and, at that point, if you went in service and had a job, they had to, the company had to give you a job for a year, after you got out of service. So ... (coughs)

MR. HUNNICUTT: What year would that've been?
MR. ROBINETTE: I come back to work at Y-12 in 19 and 48 ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Eight.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... six... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Eight.

MR. ROBINETTE: '48, January, 1948.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where were you when you heard, in August of '45, they dropped the bomb on Japan?

MR. ROBINETTE: I was working at Y-12, and we heard all this… (coughs) Excuse me, all this sirens, and all this noise, and everything, and we couldn't figure out, you know, what was going on. Then, a little bit later, they announced over the PA system, the Japanese had surrendered. I was, I believe, it was the evening shift I was working, at that time. And, we were really thankful, excited, to find out what all, all the communications was about.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I would say the people that worked there were shocked about what really took place, weren't they?

MR. ROBINETTE: We all were, that's for sure, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall anyone saying anything about what was going on at Y-12, when you were working in the early days?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, never did.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, when they hired you in, did they tell you that this was a secret project, and you wasn't supposed to talk, or do you recall?

MR. ROBINETTE: Exactly, exactly. And, we, we done that. We kept quiet. Of course, the job I had, to begin with, was just in the cafeteria, you know, and they wasn't no secrets there, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: But, you might've heard somebody talk in there, so you wouldn't want to talk.

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, they could have, because we had where people come in to eat breakfast, or lunch, or whatever, you know. They were all kinds of people. Everybody had to eat, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Was the cafeteria crowded all the time?

MR. ROBINETTE: Most of the time, right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, you, you heard about the, Japan surrendering, and, it was quite a hoopah out there. Do you recall anyone talking, after that, about what might've taken place?

MR. ROBINETTE: No.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Still secrecy.
MR. ROBINETTE: Still secret. All the time I ever worked there, it was that way. For 39 years.

MR. HUNNICUTT: When you came back from the Navy, what type of job did you take?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, I was assigned tool crib attendant, which was later combined with a stock keeper. But, the only machine shop there was in Y-12, at that point, was building 9709. Jack Case was the superintendent over the machine shop. Claude Hensley worked for him, and several others. In that building, where I worked as a tool crib attendant, they was a carbon shop, machine shop, tool and dye shop, and a welding shop, and all this. And, Mr. Case was responsible for all this. That was the only shop there was in the plant, at that time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, was that on the east end of the plant?

MR. ROBINETTE: East end of the plant.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Mr. Case became plant manager after a period of time.

MR. ROBINETTE: Several years later, yes, he did.

MR. HUNNICUTT: When you say, "tool attendant," what kind of work is that? What do you do?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok. We had to have all the, the tools that the machinists and all these other craft people used, all the tools. We had to issue them to these different craftspeople, and they would have to sign, you know, for whatever tool they got. And then, when they brought it back, we give them credit for that. But, we issued whatever tools that was required for them to do their job. And, if it was contaminated, we still handled it, you know, just like it wasn't no contamination there. But ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, were these just specialized tools, different than what they had? Did they have a toolbox on the floor, then they ... ?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, they had some of the tools that they kept, but most of them, we had to furnish them, issue them, you know, and receive.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What was some examples of the tools that you issued?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, there was all type of hand tools, and things like that. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Maybe, if a pipe fitter needed a threading tool, you would issue him that?

MR. ROBINETTE: Exactly. Whatever electrical people (coughs) or any craft, whatever they needed, we had it, because that was the only crib, tool crib in the machine shop. But then, we also had, right across the street from it, is 9720-2, and we had to furnish tools for them, over there, and other crafts, too, you know. We received, this was also 9720-2, was tools for all the people that worked out in the plant, you know. The craft tools.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Let's say I was an electrician, and I came to you, and I wanted a conduit bender, something of that nature, and you went and got that conduit bender, and brought it back to the window, and I would sign for it?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, suppose I didn't bring it back, the end of the shift?

MR. ROBINETTE: You'd still be responsible for it, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, well, suppose I got transferred out of the building, and I never brought it back. How in the world would you keep up with it?
MR. ROBINETTE: Well, we would have to go through your supervisor, report it, you know, to your supervisor.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, when I signed out for it, other than my name and badge, I'd have to list my supervisor, who I worked for?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, we, we could follow through and find that, because it had your badge number on it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you ever remember, two cribs back, maybe before you were in there, about issuing a numbered tag, or something, to reference. Like, if I came, you'd give me a number five, and number five, you'd say, ok, it was a certain tool.

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't...

MR. HUNNICUTT: No.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... don't remember anything like that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Someone had mentioned that, and I wasn't sure that was the case.
MR. ROBINETTE: I don't, don't ever remember that. No, only your badge number.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, were you living at home, at this time?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, yes, I was living at home until my wife and I got married, in 1950. Except (coughs) I had to sign up for a dormitory in Oak Ridge, in order to get housing after we got married. So, I had to live in a dormitory, yet I don't remember the name of it. But, it was below the Alexander Inn, down on the other street there. And, I had to sign up for that in order to get housing. Then, we moved down on Jarrett Lane, after we got married, then.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where did you meet your wife?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, that's a long story, too. In high school, we went to Roane, I went to Roane County High School. I was a freshman, and my wife's sister, Faye, was a freshman. Barbara, my wife, and her sister, had been to Chattanooga with, to visit with their older sister. They had come back, and rode the school bus to Roane County High School. During recess, I seen Barbara, my wife, with her sister. Later, I told a friend of mine, I said, "That's my wife, if I ever get her." So, several, many years later, I did get her, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What's, what was her maiden name?

MR. ROBINETTE: Barbara Patterson.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And the family lived in what area in Roane County?

MR. ROBINETTE: They lived in Lawnville community in Roane County, which is on down, across from Clinch River, also, off, just off of Gallaher Road.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, when you were courting your wife, you had a car, I presume?
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, I did. I got that when I was working at Y-12.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, where did you go on dates?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, usually we’d go to a movie, or something like that. Some other activity. I know ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Back when we first started dating, you didn't have a car. You took Grandpa's truck once in a while.

MR. ROBINETTE: Oh, yeah. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Willy's truck.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, that ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Or walked six miles.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, that was before ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: She's saying you took your grandfather's truck, before you got a car, and you, you also had to walk on dates.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, that was before I was working at Y-12, before I went to work at Y-12. I's still in school. My grandfather, he had an old International truck, and, like I say, I always worked for him, you know. He let me have his ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember what your first date was?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't, don't ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: (laughs) Neither one of you do?

MRS. ROBINETTE: I remember going ...

MR. ROBINETTE: That's been too long ago. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: I remember the old truck, but I don't remember anything else.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, I don't remember, either.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, where did you go in Oak Ridge to apply for housing?
MR. ROBINETTE: I'm not sure if I had to. I don't remember. I don't think it was through my work. It may've been, but I'm not sure.

MR. HUNNICUTT: There was a place in Oak Ridge that you had to go for housing. I'm just curious if you ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I guess that's where I had to go.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... if you remember where it was.

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't, don't remember that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, how long did you have to wait before you got a dormitory.

MR. ROBINETTE: I think, it was almost immediately, I think. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: And, that was in 1950s, early, I mean latter part of 1950, that you lived there.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, it would've been early part of, probably, July, August, or something, 1950.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That was up in the Town Site area?
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah. Now, when, when, you mentioned the Alexander, was that called the Alexander then, or was it still the Guest House.
MR. ROBINETTE: I guess, it was the Guest House, then.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you ever go in the Guest House, at any time?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember it if I did. I only stayed a few nights at, in the place there, because I had, I was still at home, so. But, only reason I got it was to get the housing, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, was that a one, tell me what you remember how the dormitory room was inside.

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember much about it. I remember it having a bed in it, and that's about all I remember.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You had to go down the hall to the bathroom, I believe, in those days.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, yeah. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: There's one down at the Wildcat Den, set up about like the dormitory looked that you stayed in.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah. Your next job that you had at Y-12 after the tool crib was what?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok, after that, back then, you had to bid on jobs, so, they was an opening for a material parts man in maintenance. So, I signed up for that, and I qualified for it, and accepted it, you know, and after that was in the maintenance department.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Were you a salaried person or were you weekly paid?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, that was hourly, at first, at that point?

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, did you get a raise in pay when you took that other job?
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, definitely.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember what you might've been making then?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember what the rate was, but on that job, (coughs) it was very unusual job. I worked for Bill Mason. I don't know if you ever remember him, or not. He was a maintenance supervisor over the maintenance people that, for the people in ORNL, for that, X-10 people that worked in Y-12. And, this was in 9240-3, which is a calutron building. That was where I had to work, out of that building, to start with. And then, of course, Don Matlock was my supervisor, at that time. He had all the maintenance people for the X-10 people. The only maintenance people, or the only Y-12 people that worked in these buildings were maintenance people, or something related. All the salaried people in those buildings were X-10 people, and that was 9201-3, and 9201-2, all those buildings there that they required, you know, in the calutron building, and cyclotron building, and all that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you go out to the Y-12 plant some years ago, when they had the tours, and they went in the particular building you're mentioning? Did you ever go on the tour, and go back in that building?

MR. ROBINETTE: Most, I've been in 9731, I have been in 9204-3, but I have building 9731, and I worked as a stock keeper in 9731.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Does the building, today, look about like it did in the day you worked in there?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, it's quite different, you know. (laughs) But, I didn't get to see all the building, because 9731's got a basement in it, you know. And, lot of our work, we worked out of the basement. Then, of course, we, at one point, we had a, a sub store in the building, 9731, and I worked in that building. But, on this (clears throat) job, as material and parts man, I even had to take some of these sources from the cyclotron, from Y-12, to X-10. We would put, they would put those sources in a metal, or lead box, and put them in the back of my pickup truck. I would deliver these to the medical section, over in X-10, you know. They were using these for just, you know, medical purposes, you know. Experiments.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You mentioned something about tools coming back being contaminated. How did you know they might've been contaminated?

MR. ROBINETTE: We didn't. We had no way of knowing. But, at that point, they didn't do that much contaminated stuff, you know, in Y-12.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you have to take a physical, fairly often, when you worked out at Y-12.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, I think it was about every year, I think, we had a physical.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How do you remember security was when you first went to Y-12?
MR. ROBINETTE: Oh, it was very strict, you know. The guards at the gate, you had to show your badge, and later, you had to check through you with your badge, you know. The badges had, you know, if you'd been exposed to radiation, and that type stuff, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember when you had, did you ever have to have a cover badge that you had to get at the gate to go along with your regular badge, or you may've not worked in the building that required that?

MR. ROBINETTE: Now, in the west end of the plant, we had to have a cover badge to get into the west end, you know. And, I had that. Then, I was cleared at K-25, and X-10, and I think, K-25 had a cover badge. I'm not sure about X-10, but as a material parts man, I had to deliver certain things to the other plants, and pick up things from the other plant, as part of my material and parts job.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Was that, in Y-12, did they call that, "red ball," was that a nickname for the trucks that ran around the different places in the plant?

MR. ROBINETTE: I never did hear that, but it could've been ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, I think it was called, "red ball"...
MR. ROBINETTE: ... but I never heard that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: It was a particular number you would call for pick up, or delivery, if you worked the warehouse or something.

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't remember that. But, the truck that I had was assigned to me, you know, pickup truck.

MR. HUNNICUTT: March, 1949, when we opened the gates to the city, where were you?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember, but ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you come to the gate opening?

MR. ROBINETTE: Don't remember. I don't think I did, but I don't remember it if I did, no. My wife, after we got married, she had to have a pass, you know, and we looked for that this morning, and she had it a few weeks ago, but we didn't find it this morning. But, she had to have a pass, you know, to get to Oak Ridge, to her house, you know. So, when we lived on Jarrett Lane, down there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, when they opened the city, like I said, March '49, they had to move the gates back, back towards the plants, closer than they was. So, in other words, the main gates were not at the perimeter entrance ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... to the city. They're block buildings. Do you remember where that gate might've been at, where you came across, were you, you were still living in Oak Ridge, at that time?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, wasn't, you never left, but ...

MR. ROBINETTE: No.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... except if you went home, or something like that.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You remember what gate you had to go through, at that particular time, when you went to your house where you grew up?

MR. ROBINETTE: I usually would go out the White Wing Gate, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, that would've been on White Wing Road. Is that correct?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, do you remember where you went to get your pass? I'm talking to his wife off camera, here. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: That was in 1950. I don't remember.

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember either.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you have a, a badge ... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: It was just about ... 

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... a photo ID. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: It was just about that long, it had my picture, and my name and my address. I will find it one of these days. He didn't tell me until last night he wanted it. So, basically, if you left the area, in order to get back in, you had to have a badge. 

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, I had my badge for work, you know. And ... 

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah.
MRS. ROBINETTE: If we had company of any kind, we had to get them a pass before they could come see us.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, how long were you, did you say you lived in the dormitory?

MR. ROBINETTE: I had to have it about two months before, so, I probably got it in, oh, probably, October or November, something like that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did your wife live in the dormitory with you?

MR. ROBINETTE: No.

MRS. ROBINETTE: We wasn't married.

MR. ROBINETTE: We wasn't married then.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I see. Ok.
MR. ROBINETTE: We didn't get married until December 16, 1950. So, but we had a house, I got the house before we got married. We had it really furnished and everything, and then, we got married and went on our honeymoon, and come back.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And where was this house located?

MRS. ROBINETTE: Jarrett Lane.

MR. ROBINETTE: I, 130 ... ?

MRS. ROBINETTE: 131 or 134, Jarrett Lane.

MR. ROBINETTE: Jarrett Lane.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What type of house was that?

MR. ROBINETTE: TDU [temporary dwelling unite]. Ours was a one-bedroom, our neighbors had three bedrooms.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Tell me about a TDU. Tell me how it's laid out, what's it look like.

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok. We had a kitchen, and a living room, and a bedroom.

MRS. ROBINETTE: And a bath.

MR. ROBINETTE: A bath, yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Is that like a duplex, where there's more than one families live in it?

MRS. ROBINETTE: We had two families in it.

MR. ROBINETTE: Two families lived in, in the TDU.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What's TDU stand for? Do you know?

MR. ROBINETTE: No. (laughs) I don't, don't, don't know what that ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: I don't remember either.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... that's just part of the housing name that they named.

MRS. ROBINETTE: The kitchen had a stove and a sink. And then, we had a refrigerator, and a table and chairs, and a, a wringer washing machine. And then, in the living room, we had a couch and a chair.

MR. ROBINETTE: And the stove. 

MRS. ROBINETTE: And the stove.

MR. ROBINETTE: We had a coal stove ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... that heated us.

MRS. ROBINETTE: It wasn't enough.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Let's, let's describe your interior of the TDU, again. Remember what it looked like?

MR. ROBINETTE: It had a kitchen, which had a refrigerator, and a ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: The stove was the only thing we started with.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... stove, and that was all. In the living room, there was this coal stove that we used for heating the whole apartment. And then, a bedroom.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, the refrigerator and some items was already furnished for the, for the ... ?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, we had ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: No, the refrigerators, you couldn't even buy them, his brother worked for the company, he was able to get us a refrigerator.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, your brother, she's telling, your brother worked for a company that was able ...

MR. ROBINETTE: He worked ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... to get you a refrigerator.

MR. ROBINETTE: He worked for Harvey ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Harvey.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... Furniture, and so on, that, at that point, they had a store in Oak Ridge. Of course, they'd been in Oliver Springs for years, but that's who he worked for as a maintenance man.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You remember where the store was in Oak Ridge?
MRS. ROBINETTE: It was in Oliver Springs.

MR. HUNNICUTT: No, the Harvey’s store in Oak Ridge. You remember where it was?
MR. ROBINETTE: I don't recall where ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: The store there in Oak Ridge there, you'll see it off the ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, it was in the old Central Cafeteria building.

MR. ROBINETTE: Oh, well anyway...
MR. HUNNICUTT: My family bought furniture from Harvey’s for many years.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah. Well, now, he was, my brother was a maintenance man for them. And, he was able to help me get a refrigerator, you know.

MRS. ROBINETTE: Cost four hundred dollars. And, it was the first self-defroster.

MR. HUNNICUTT: She said it cost four hundred dollars and was a self-defroster.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah. (laughter) Her brother had worked in refrigeration, and he said you shouldn't ever get that one, refrigerator, but it worked out to be perfect. And he, we informed him that it did.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You, you remember back, before they had this self-defrosting, the ice would build up in the freezer part, and then, you had to turn it off ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... and get all that out because there'd be no room to put anything in there, would there?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Quite unlike, quite a difference in today's ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... refrigeration.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... we have a freezer that's that way today. We have to defrost it. (laughs)

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, everything was ready to go when you moved in the TDU?
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah. We had bought the furniture. They were, oh, everything we had bought, and it was ready for us just, move in after we come back off our honeymoon, which ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where'd you go on your honey ... ?

MR. ROBINETTE: ... the night we got married, it was ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Six below zero.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... six below zero.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Six below zero, you got married where?

MR. ROBINETTE: In Sweetwater at my wife's sister, and her husband's place. Then, when we left there, we went to Athens, which is the next town away, and that's where we spent the night. And her flowers, that she had ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: They just froze.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... for corsage, and all, froze that night. (laughter)

MR. HUNNICUTT: I didn't know we ever had temperature that cold around here.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Six below.

MR. ROBINETTE: That was back in December 16, 1950. Then, we went on to Alabama, and so on. We kind of got disgusted of where we were, and so on. So, we decided just to come back to Oak Ridge and live in our house there, and, get used to it. So, we just, after three days, we turned around and came back to Oak Ridge, and enjoyed our new home there, and being together, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, how long did you live at, on Jarrett?
MR. ROBINETTE: We lived there about 17 months, until our neighbor, which had five kids, and they lived next door. I had a convertible, '47 Mercury convertible. The kids would light newspapers, and throw them out on top of my car, my convertible. The kids would get underneath the, our part of the house, and swing on electrical cords, and all that kind of stuff. So, my wife said, “If you'll build me a chicken coop, we'll move out.”
MRS. ROBINETTE: With a roof.

MR. ROBINETTE: So, I built her a chicken coop down on Gallaher Road, and we're still there today, after 62 years, 65 years of marriage, but we've been there 62 years. So.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall the Christmas parades they used to have in Oak Ridge, back in the day?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't, don't (phone rings) ever remember that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember  when you lived on Jarrett, where you went (phone rings) grocery shopping, where you bought your food?
MR. ROBINETTE: We bought most of it there ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Jefferson. 

MR. ROBINETTE: ... at Robertsville (phone rings)... 

MRS. ROBINETTE: Jeff, Jefferson.

MR. ROBINETTE: I mean ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Jefferson.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... Jefferson. They had (phone rings) a hardware store, and a grocery store, and fire department, and all. That's, that's ... I'm not sure if they had a drug store, then, or not.

MR. HUNNICUTT: They  ...
MRS. ROBINETTE: They had a drug store there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... they did. You remember the, the old Jefferson cafeteria, that was the first ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, I do.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... museum.
MR. ROBINETTE: I remember that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: American Museum of Atomic Energy.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you ever go in there?
MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, I've been in there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What do you recall about that?

MR. ROBINETTE: I remember it was very unusual and a huge place, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did they have a lot of exhibits about atomic energy?

MR. ROBINETTE: I think they did, I'm not real sure, but I'm sure they did at that point.

MR. HUNNICUTT: That's where you could get a radiated dime. Do you, did you ever get one of those?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't remember it if I did.

MR. HUNNICUTT: When you lived in Oak Ridge, I want to name a few places, and see what you remember about. You remember the Snow White Drive-In.
MRS. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes, right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What do, what do you recall about that?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember too much about it.

MRS. ROBINETTE: It, just what, disappeared a few years ago.

MR. ROBINETTE: We would go there, occasionally, but I don't remember ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Where, where was some of the places you visited in Oak Ridge? Did you visit the new movie theaters, and ... ?

MR. ROBINETTE: The theaters, we visited, but we didn't visit too many places in Oak Ridge. And, of course, Jackson Square, we'd go there, occasionally, and so on.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Was a lot of people in Jackson Square area, in those days?
MR. ROBINETTE: Quite a few. They had Downtown Hardware, and several other businesses in there, and we would ... I don't remember.

MRS. ROBINETTE: They had a real nice drug store in Jackson Square.

MR. ROBINETTE: Drug store, and then, let's see, what was the name of the clothing place, there.

MRS. ROBINETTE: Samuels.

MR. ROBINETTE: Samuels, and so on. We'd shop there, and so on.

MR. HUNNICUTT: So, when, when'd you retire from Y-12.

MR. ROBINETTE: I retired there in June 30, 1984, after 39 plus years of service. You know, I was 56 years old.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you enjoy your job at Y-12, all your jobs you had?
MR. ROBINETTE: I enjoyed it, on up to the last few years. Then, I got to the point that I didn't care that much about it. I had enough points that I could retire, so, I chose that. And, I haven't regretted it. But, in the jobs that I had in the final years there, I was in supervision, and had a lot of responsibility. Then, at that point, the government would tell you what you could and couldn't do. That, kind of, put pressure on us, you know, that was back when the colored people, and so on, and women, and so on, had to be promoted, and so on. That, kindly, put more pressure on a supervisor, so. I didn't have any objection to that, but when you had to put two people to the job that, normally, one would, that was quite a problem, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: There was a particular thing that would indicate the start and ending of a shift. Do you remember what that was at Y-12?

MR. ROBINETTE: The what?

MR. HUNNICUTT: There was a particular thing that would happen in the beginning of a shift, of ending of a shift, at Y-12. Do you remember?

MR. ROBINETTE: We had to clock in and out.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Other than that, that you could ...
MR. ROBINETTE: I don't ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... hear all over town, just about.

MR. ROBINETTE: Don't ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Remember the whistle they used to blow at ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Oh, yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... shift change.

MR. ROBINETTE: I believe that was from the steam plant, wasn't it?

MR. HUNNICUTT: It was. 
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, and, of course, at Happy New Year, when the New Year changed, they would blow that whistle.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, it was quite an interesting thing. Of course, they quit doing that, but ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, I'd forgot that, but I remember.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... you would know exactly what time it was, by looking at the, listen to the whistle.

MR. ROBINETTE: Exactly, exactly. Yeah, I'd forgotten about that, but I do remember that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: During the Cold War era, during that Cuban crisis problem, that the United States had with Cuba, do you remember anything about, either at Y-12, or anywhere, special people did, or anything related to that?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You know, some people built underground, fallout shelters, and things of that nature.

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, now Y-12, they had, in 9201-3, I guess, they had this fallout shelter that, in case, you know, it was needed. We had to go into that building there, and that, I worked in 9720-8 at that time. That was just next door to the building that we worked in. But, it had all these supplies, and everything. I've got a little bit of the hard candy that was part of that room, there, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Is 9720-8 on the east or west end of the plant.

MR. ROBINETTE: East end.

MR. HUNNICUTT: And, that was where all the stores ...
MR. ROBINETTE: That was the main warehouse.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... was located.

MR. ROBINETTE: I worked in it, oh, probably, about 30 years, altogether, I guess.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, if I remember right, when you went in the door of whichever one of those warehouse buildings you went, depending on what you were after, you walked up to a counter, and it was, sort of, it was a caged area, wasn't it?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: An open, like, fence-like area.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah. The counter was, kind of, set off there, and you couldn't go in the rest of the warehouse, just to the counter is far as you could go.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I can remember, at times, going in there for something, you had to wait, and wait. And, somebody'd finally show up to, to wait on you. What was the process, if you were a person on the other side of the counter, and you were waiting on me, what -- and I told you I wanted a, a certain tool of some sort, let's say, what would be your, what would be the process of you going and getting what I was asking for?

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok. We had items, and they was about 16 different classes of material, that we had. Every item had a catalog number. Of course, it had identification. Some of these, in the tool department, was expendable items, and some of them are loan items. The expendable items didn't come back, and they would be charged to your department, or whatever. On the loan tools, you would have to sign for those yourself, and those would have to be returned.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, would I have to have any kind of paperwork before I could get something from you, for example.

MR. ROBINETTE: Not necessarily.

MR. HUNNICUTT: I didn't have to have ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Now ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... a signed purchase order ...

MR. ROBINETTE: ... some ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... or something?
MR. ROBINETTE: ... some items had to be approved, right. For instance, we used to stock gold, and things like that. And, it would require a special signature, and so on.

MR. HUNNICUTT: What about shoes, and clothing and stuff of that nature?
MR. ROBINETTE: We stocked all types of clothing. Like I say, there's about 16 different classes of material, from tools, to electrical, mechanical, medical, clothing, precious metals, and all this. They had thousands of these items, you know, in each class of material, you know. We were responsible for receiving, storing, and issuing these as stock keeper, or… And then, the supervisor or foreman, you know, is responsible for all this being done properly, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did, during your work career in the stores, did you have anything to do with the return of the silver that was borrowed from U.S. Mint?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, we didn't have that. But, one thing I did have, that I was responsible for, was all the mercury when they closed down the system. As they took it out of the process, they would put it back in the old metal flask, that sat out there next to the east gate, outside. And, they were bad condition, but they put this mercury in there, and they would return it to us, me, in particular. They had built this warehouse, especially to store it. 9720-26, to store this mercury in. They, on the lower part of the building, they had this trough built down there to catch all this leaky mercury. They would take it out in the proc ... of the process system, put it back in the flask, put it on these skids, each flask had a serial number on it. They would bring it to us. We had to check all this, when they brought you the serial number, see we had the right quantity, and everything, and store it in the warehouse. Then, we would have to do an inventory monthly. Then, we had to issue this, if they had a shipping order, or something. They didn't tell us, at that point, when you entered to air the warehouse out, or vent it, or anything, or wear any protective equipment, or anything, and I was exposed to all this leaky mercury that run down through here. In later years, they did tell them, you know, you air it out, wear protective equipment. So, I've got some evidence of that, of peripheral neuropathy, from that. So.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did they call those storage things, "pigs"? The steel containers?

MR. ROBINETTE: They may have, I don't, don't remember that. But, they may have. I, I don't remember.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you remember Al Bissell, out at Y-12. He, he was over ...
MR. ROBINETTE: I remember Al Bissell in our building, 9720-8, my office was right over here, and his was right over there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you recall what his job was, at that time?

MR. ROBINETTE: I believe, in transportation, I believe. Now, I'm not sure.

MR. HUNNICUTT: He later went to 9720-5, on the, in the west end of the plant.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah. 9720-5, we had chemicals stored down there, and I'm not sure what else. But, I remember, you know, we had a lot of problems with that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did, did you have anything to do with when the coal was brought in the steam plant, about accountability for coal, or anything like that?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, we didn't have any responsibility of that at all.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you enjoy what you did, up to that point of where ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... things got complicated?

MR. ROBINETTE: Right. Yeah, as I said earlier, I worked as a material planner, I mean, a material and parts man, for Bill Mason, for the X-10 group. Then, I worked as a material planner, in the Engineering Department, for Troy Trotter, Dan, Dan Stroud. Then, I went back to the Material Department as a material supervisor, a material foreman, and I was responsible for the tool cribs, the sub stores, and later, for half of the Materials Department. Then, later, they would switch that back and forth, so, I was responsible for the main warehouse, and so on. Then, the shift people, was responsible for those. Then, after I was promoted to material supervisor, I was responsible for more of the Materials Department, included, lot of it was put together and I had about 55 different people that worked for me. That included a materials foreman, the weekly people, the hourly people, and all that, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Did you and your wife come into Oak Ridge to the, quote, new downtown area, we had in 1955, or so?

MR. ROBINETTE: I don't remember us coming to, to it.

MRS. ROBINETTE: We shopped there.

MR. ROBINETTE: We may have and I don't, don't recall, you know. In 1955, our son was born, and we, he was born here in Oak Ridge. We, my wife had ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: We live in Kingston.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... come up here, and he was born in the old hospital. And, what was the doctor's name that you had? But, he was an Oak Ridge doctor, you know. And ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Dr. Pugh?
MRS. ROBINETTE: No.

MR. ROBINETTE: No, he lived just outside the gate, up here.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Oh, Dr. Preston.
MR. ROBINETTE: Preston, yeah. He was ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Preston, and Tom? Was his doctor, but I's trying to think of my doctor's name.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Dr. Preston, and Dr. Thom ...

MR. ROBINETTE: Dr. Preston was.

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... Dr. Thomas was a children's doctor, but ...
MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, later, he ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Dr. Reagan was ...
MRS. ROBINETTE: Dr. Reagan was my ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, baby doctor?
MRS. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, so ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: J. R., over the years that you've been on this earth, and seen things, what do you think's some of the most amazing things you've ever seen or know about?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, one of them was Norris Dam, because that was a great thing. Then, of course, Oak Ridge was the next. Well, another thing I remember is Pearl Harbor, you know, when they announced it. Mother and I was, I think, down in the garden when we heard about it. Then, of course, Oak Ridge. Oak Ridge has been amazing, you know, all the plants, and what they could accomplish, and keep it a secret, you know. Today, that couldn't happen, you know.

MR. HUNNICUTT: You mentioned Norris Dam, what, what was amazing about Norris Dam to you?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, going up there and seeing it, and seeing what'd taken place. My uncle had worked there on building the dam, and he'd taken our family up there, and seeing all these people, and that great dam there, and what'd been accomplished, you know. That, that was the thing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Were you there for the dedication ceremonies?

MR. ROBINETTE: Yes.

MRS. ROBINETTE: He was only eight-years-old.

MR. ROBINETTE: I was eight-years-old, whenever I was there at the dedication.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, they're fixing to have another one coming up next Friday, or this Friday, I think, aren't they? For ...
MR. ROBINETTE: We hope ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: ... celebrating.
MR. ROBINETTE: ... we hope we can go up there, and attend that, and see how many other people that was there for the dedication.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, you certainly can remember when, when the dam was built, and how it's changed over the years. I can remember some things that's changed. Am I right in saying, on the road coming up the dam, there on the left, was that a fish hatchery, back in the day? Do you remember anything like that, way back?

MR. ROBINETTE: No, I don't remember that much about it, you know. I just remember my uncle taking us up there, and being there at the dedication, and then, him taking us back home.

MR. HUNNICUTT: People used to go to the dams, back in the day, for picnics, and outings, and so forth.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Now, you just have a handful that goes, I guess.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right, yeah.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Too much ...

MR. ROBINETTE: We drove by there last week, but we didn't stop, or spend any time. But, all the places, you know, you could see them, a museum, and all.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you and your wife come in and use the Oak Ridge hospital facilities?

MR. ROBINETTE: Occasionally. I had to come up to the emergency room. And then, I use some of the doctors here. Dr. Hooker, neurologist, (phone rings) and Dr. Fuller, and so on. We both use (phone rings) doctors here in Oak Ridge, you know. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: How do you think Oak Ridge has progressed (phone rings) over the years, since you've seen it?

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I think it's done great. (phone rings) One thing that we've been, kind of, disappointed in, is the mall, you know, that they closed it down, I think. But, we come by there a few minutes ago, and they was tearing down part of the buildings, you know. But, hopefully, that, that will change Oak Ridge, and get back activity again, in that section.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah, I believe today is the day that they're starting demolition.

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, they ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Yeah, they were working on it.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... they had equipment there, and then, they had the pile of metal, and different stuff out there, as we come by a few minutes ago.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Is there anything we hadn't talked about that comes to mine you'd like to talk about at this time?

MR. ROBINETTE: Not, not that I know of, but, like I say, I enjoyed my time working at Y-12, and we enjoyed living in Oak Ridge, except our neighbors kind of disappointed us, you know. It worked out good, because we moved back to Roane County, and we've enjoyed it there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: How often, say through the week, do you and your wife come into town?

MR. ROBINETTE: We come up an average every week.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Yeah.

MR. ROBINETTE: On Wednesday.

MR. HUNNICUTT: J.R., it's been my pleasure to interview you for this oral history, and be a tribute to the history of Oak Ridge for you doing this. You'll always be part of Oak Ridge history now.

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, I appreciate that, and, like I say, it's been, been a great experience, and most all of it has been, been wonderful, you know.

MRS. ROBINETTE: It's been wonderful, because J., we, and he's always worked. Only place he ever worked was Oak Ridge, so we've sent, we've built our house, we've sent our son to college ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: She's saying that ...
MRS. ROBINETTE: Everything we've ever ... And, we've never owed anybody a penny.

MR. HUNNICUTT: She's enjoyed the experience, as well, and it's been a great pleasure to live here, and experience what you guys have experienced.

MR. ROBINETTE: Right, and, like I say, I built that chicken coop that we moved to, and later, I added onto it, and I done all the, the work and stuff, myself. What could I do, we didn't have a lot of money, and, as I got a little money, we'd add on few blocks or whatever, to our house. And, like I say, I built it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Before, before we leave, what is your son's name and where is he located? 

MR. ROBINETTE: Ok.

MR. HUNNICUTT: Do you have more children than one?
MR. ROBINETTE: Our son is named ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Just one.
MR. ROBINETTE: Hmm?

MRS. ROBINETTE: He said, "Did we have more than one?" and I said, "Just one."

MR. ROBINETTE: Yeah, we just have one son. His name's Leonard Guy Robinette. He went to school in Roane County, went to University of Tennessee. When he graduated from UT, he went to work for H.D. Hackney Company, and he's one of their corporate vice presidents today. He has two sons, one of them graduated from UT a couple of years ago, and he's going back to school and working at H.D. Hackney. The younger one graduated from college in Connecticut in June, Trinity, in Connecticut. He's going to be teaching math in high school, in ...

MRS. ROBINETTE: Louisiana.

MR. ROBINETTE: ... Louisiana. So, we're proud of all of our family, you know. And, thankful ...

MR. HUNNICUTT: Well, I want to thank you, and for your wife's contribution, and it's been a pleasure, like I said before. And, thank you again for your time.

MR. ROBINETTE: Well, thank you. We certainly enjoyed it, and sorry about my voice, but I always have that problem, as well as other things, but it's been very nice, and I certainly appreciate you all doing that, so thank you.
[End of Interview]

[Editor’s Note: Portions of this transcript have been edited at Mr. Robinette’s request. The corresponding audio and video components have remained unchanged.]
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