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MR. MCDANIEL: This is Keith McDaniel, and today is Feb 22, 2013, and I am at the office of Dr. Helen Vodopick here in Oak Ridge. Thank you for taking time to speak with us.
DR. VODOPICK: Oh you're welcome.

MR. MCDANIEL: Let’s start at the beginning tell me a little bit about your background, about where you were born and grew up and something about your family.
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, I was born in coal country, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. And they can have Milwaukee, Wisconsin, it's a nice city, but weather-wise it's not like Oak Ridge. And I went to school there, grade school, high school, and then went to Marquette University for a bachelor’s of Science degree. And then went to medical school there when Marquette University had the medical school, it's no longer associated with the medical school, it's now Medical College of Wisconsin, and graduated in 1956. One of the fellows in my class I married the day before we graduated in 1956. We originally went to the University of Iowa in Iowa City for an internship and took a year of internship and then went into their program of internal medicine, which is supposed to be three years. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. Now, let me - this may just be my ignorance about this but, when you graduated from medical school, you didn't have a specialty, or did you at that point?

DR. VODOPICK: No, you don't have a specialty when you graduate, no. So we both picked internal medicine. In 19, think it was 58, there was a doctor draft, and my husband got drafted into the Army for the government and you had to serve two years. Women weren't drafted back then, so it was a choice of either my staying at the University of Iowa or going with him to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, but I chose to stay, both of us thought it was best for me to stay, in Iowa City to complete my training and then he would finish his when he got out of the Army, which is one of the reasons that led to coming to Oak Ridge, sort of the round-about way. While he was up in Fort Campbell, Kentucky, somebody had mentioned to him, "You should really look into that program down in Oak Ridge. They're doing a lot of work with nuclear medicine and you might want to look into that and see if you're interested in that."   

MR. MCDANIEL: And this was '60, '62?
DR. VODOPICK: This must have been about '59. So he came down to Oak Ridge and at that time it was called Oak Ridge Institute of Nuclear Studies on Vance Road in Oak Ridge, which unfortunately isn't there anymore. 

MR. MCDANIEL: It's just spitting distance from here, isn't it? It's not very far at all.

DR. VODOPICK: Right, right. So he came back to, I'm getting my dates mixed up, in 1960, we came back to Oak Ridge, or came to Oak Ridge first, to take a fellowship in Nuclear Medicine at the Oak Ridge Institute of Nuclear Studies and spent a year there learning how to handle nuclear material and dose it because that was a cancer hospital. 

MR. MCDANIEL: What was that like in 1960 and who was the Head of the program? Tell me a little bit about that. 

DR. VODOPICK: Marshall Brucer was the head of the program at that time, very, very intelligent man. Unfortunately, he had Multiple Sclerosis and had very great difficulty getting around. He had to use Canadian crutches to get around, but it didn't affect his mind. He used to write papers for the Meloncock Corporation, who was at that time, doing work in nuclear medicine. And under him was Dr. Gould Andrews, who ran the Medical Division. We had a, this was, the building was adjacent to the old Oak Ridge hospital, when we were there it was just the first floor on Vance Road that we occupied and there where, oh I'd say maybe 10, 15 beds for select patients. You had to have a certain type of cancer in order to qualify for the studies there in nuclear medicine. If you were accepted into the program, everything was paid for, all your hospitalization, all your treatments, and even your transportation was paid for. Well, we spent a year there and then went back to Iowa City so that my husband could finish his residency in internal medicine there and I took a fellowship in hematology, the study of blood diseases. And after we finished that we went to Salt Lake City for another fellowship under Maxwell Wintrobe who was, I suppose, the premier hematologist in the country at that time, and spent two years there. And at the end of that fellowship my husband happened to go to a meeting in California and while he was in the meeting he happened to run into, it's all coincidence, happened to run into Dr. Gould Andrews, and Dr. Andrews invited us to come back to Oak Ridge and we came back in 1965 and have been here ever since. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? And what was your husband's name?  

DR. VODOPICK: Francis Goswitz. 

MR. MCDANIEL: And he's still your husband today?
DR. VODOPICK: Yes sir!

MR. MCDANIEL: So, you came in '65 and you came back to ORINS, is that correct? Did you work at ORINS?
DR. VODOPICK: Yes, yes, it was ORINS. 

MR. MCDANIEL: So tell me about that. Tell me about the work that ORINS was doing at that point, that time.
DR. VODOPICK: I don't know if the City or the government turned over the old hospital to the Oak Ridge Associated University so the building on Vance Road, which was a one story building now was connected to the old Oak Ridge hospital, which was a three story building and on the top floor were the beds where the patients were hospitalized. Again it was still a very restricted program for people who would benefit from radiation therapy.  

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. And it was, I don't want to use the word experimental, but I mean it was in the early stages of that kind of treatment, wasn't it? 

DR. VODOPICK: Right. There really weren't that many drugs available for treatment of cancer. You either did surgery and hoped you cut it all out, or you treated it with radiation if you didn't. And then the few drugs that were available were used but it was mainly in the radiation and surgery area that most cancers were treared at that time. 

MR. MCDANIEL: What were some of the, for lack of a better term, discoveries or some of the results of the work that was done?
DR. VODOPICK: Oh one of the big discoveries in nuclear medicine was that of gallium 67. There was a radiation pharmacologist there by the name of Ray Hayes who found that gallium 67 in animals would localize in certain tumors. So it was serendipity that the first patient it was tried on had a tumor that avidly took it up and that led to trying in in different patients with Hotchkins Disease, lymphoma and lung cancer. So it was first developed there and then used throughout the country.  

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, was ORINS, was it really the first, I mean the first nuclear medicine treatment facility, is that correct?
DR. VODOPICK: In this area?
MR. MCDANIEL: In this area.
DR. VODOPICK: We had patients come from all over the Southeest for treatment of thyroid cancer. Radioactive iodine, I-131, and various other tumors, other hemalogic malignancies like lymphoma, we had leukemia’s, and especially some children which really not surviving from the therapies that were available so different therapies were tried there, especially radiation.   

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure. That was, you were there when you came back in '65. How long did you stay there? 

DR. VODOPICK: We were there for ten years.

MR. MCDANIEL: Okay. 

DR. VODOPICK: And the reason we left is that the government closed the facility down. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. Right, right. Now, was that when it became ORAU? 

DR. VODOPICK: During that period of time it became ORAU. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right.
DR. VODOPICK: I think the early '70's, if I'm not mistaken. 

MR. MCDANIEL: So, you stayed there for ten years just treating these patients and learning new things about what could be done, and I'm sure that professionally that was an exciting time for you.
DR. VODOPICK: Certainly. You know, interestingly, we still have some patients that we treated there during that time that are alive and come back to be followed.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? Is that right? who were some of the folks that you worked with there? I know you mentioned --
DR. VODOPICK: Gould Andrews was the head of the medical section, Ralph Niezy, who still lives in this city, was his associate, and then we had a nice group of physicians, Lowell Edwards, who is a retired physician now in Illinois, we still correspond at Christmas time, David White was there, Carl Houghner, who is still living in Knoxville, Frank Colmus, who was the radiation therapist, he's passed away, and I'm trying to think who else was there. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, how many physicians where there working on that project? Including you and your husband. 

DR. VODOPICK: In the medical area? There were about six or seven. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, so it was a fairly small group. 

DR. VODOPICK: I decided the Navy because I wanted to get out and see the world. I had a great one year onboard a ship with a senior admiral, where we just went places that were nice, and, at the end of that year, I got a job that I could never expect, one of the greatest jobs I ever had. The Navy was losing the battle for recruiting. Big airplanes flying over Kansas all the time, and everybody wanted to join the Air Force --

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. VODOPICK: Yes, it was a small group. Well, of course the number of patients were quite limited too. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. Now, did the beds stay full though? I mean did you have a waiting list or --  
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, yes. Well, as I said they only accepted patients if they fit into the program. One of the programs had to do with whole body radiation and Dr. Lushbough, Clarence Lushbough, was very involved in that program and of course they built a whole area just for low dose radiation associated with the clinical floor up there. And NASA was very interested in that because of the radiation exposure of the astronauts that were going up on the, on their program, so we were all involved with that too. 

MR. MCDANIEL: My understanding is that it was kind of like a hotel room that was designed where the person stayed in there and they were constantly, is that correct? Constantly had low dose radiation.
DR. VODOPICK: Right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And what was, was that for a specific type of cancer that you were looking at or was it just to see the effect that that would have on tissue on a person?
DR. VODOPICK: Well, I think it was more or less a dual hope for that, one to treat the patient, first of all, their illness, and then to see what effect it would have on their total body. So, one complemented the other. 

MR. MCDANIEL: How did that work out? Was that something that was determined useful or more useful than other therapies or not so much? 

DR. VODOPICK: Not so much. I don't think that low dose radiation really accomplished what the intent was a far as treatment of the disease was concerned. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure. What were some of the other things that you folks did there that may have been considered a discovery, you know? 

DR. VODOPICK: Well, I think we were the first ones, in Tennessee at least, to do bone marrow transplants. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Really?
DR. VODOPICK: This was quite a project up in Seattle, Washington, and we had a couple of basic scientists over at ORAU that were quite interested in getting us involved with bone marrow transplants. So this was tried in several patients with acute leukemia. 

MR. MCDANIEL: What else? Were there any other things that you can remember?

DR. VODOPICK: Well, the thyroid cancers and we had some ovarian cancers, lymphomas and some lung cancers. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right. Let me ask you, a lot of people that maybe are not familiar with the work that was done here or even outside the area, some folks have the impression that there is an unusually, an abnormal amount of cancers or tumors in this area because of Oak Ridge. 

DR. VODOPICK: I don't think that has been born out though. From the statistics I don't think that there is any more here than other parts of the country. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, exactly. However, I would think that if today, if we look at Oak Ridge today, it probably doesn't have any more than a community that the median age of its population, because Oak Ridge this area has become more of what they call a gray community for sure. So in '75, I guess, from '65 to '74-75, mid-seventies, you left ORINS because they shut the program down. Why was that? Why did they shut it down? Did they just run out of money or -- 

DR. VODOPICK: It was too expensive. They didn't feel like they were getting their bang for the bucks. And so they pulled out of it, in fact they closed all the other medical facilities too, Livermore and the one in Illinois. Brookhaven.  

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, a lot of times they will shut a program down and bits and pieces of it will get picked up by other entities in town. Is that the case that happened here or did it just stop?

DR. VODOPICK: Well they had another program which is now called REACTS, in which they teach other physicians about handling nuclear material, especially nuclear accidents, you know, to try to inform physicians how to respond to that. And that program is still ongoing. I think it probably was so disseminated as far as the use of nuclear material that it really wasn't necessary to keep a facility like that open.

MR. MCDANIEL: By that time, a lot of different places had started--
DR. VODOPICK: All the universities had started using their own departments as far as nuclear medicine and, of course, look at even a community hospital, which Oak Ridge Methodist Medical Center is, has a nuclear medicine department.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly. So what did you do when they shut the program down?
DR. VODOPICK: Well, it was a big decision, whether we were going to stay here or move on. And our children were all in school here; we have three. And they were doing all very well, we like the area and the community, and so there weren't any oncologists or hematologists at the community hospital, which was Oak Ridge Medical Center at the time; it later became Methodist Medical Center. So we decided to stay, and again, it was quite by coincidence that Dr. Bigalow, who's one of the main surgeons in the area, had built this building with Dr. Hendricks, and the bottom floor was empty.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, okay.
DR. VODOPICK: So, he was overjoyed to have us come and occupy the bottom of his building.

MR. MCDANIEL: I'm sure, I'm sure.
DR. VODOPICK: And we're still here.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you came, moved in. When did you move in here?

DR. VODOPICK: 1975.

MR. MCDANIEL: 1975. 

DR. VODOPICK: That was yesterday.

MR. MCDANIEL: That was the year I graduated high school, it does seem like yesterday. Certainly does. And, so what kind of medicine do you practice, or have you practiced through the years?
DR. VODOPICK: Mainly oncology and hematology. You know, study, treatment of tumors and blood diseases. But then we also had internal medicine. So we had a fair number of patients that we have followed through the years. I just had one lady die this past week that I've treated since 1976.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. VODOPICK: She was 70 -- 92 years old, and when I pulled her chart out of the rack to put away, I found that her chart measured 9 inches in thickness.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? My goodness.
DR. VODOPICK: We have some -- as I tell the patients, we've both grown old together.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. So let's talk about the last 40 years or so. You know, practice here. How has the community changed, as far as the medical community in Oak Ridge, the professional community, and how has the treatment of patients changed? Specifically in this area.
DR. VODOPICK: Well, I think one of the big advances made is the explosion of new drugs. And that has really made oncology, which is the treatment of tumors, a major impact on them, as far as being able to treat these patients. And many times, staying one foot ahead of their disease by giving them different drugs, just treating them once and if it comes back treating them with a different set of drugs, and hopefully sometimes curing them by either their initial treatment or subsequent treatment. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure.
DR. VODOPICK: And the -- I think the level of the professional people here has been excellent. The type of physicians, as far as the subspecialties, are really excellent. And we have good family practitioners also.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right. And Oak Ridge's really kind of become -- I was talking with a physician not too long ago and he says, you know, you look at the state of Tennessee, and there's probably not a county in the state of Tennessee, besides Anderson, that's got the medical facilities that we have here in Oak Ridge as far as the different types of things and the many types of things that are offered here.
DR. VODOPICK: Right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And so you're still practicing. You and your husband are still --
DR. VODOPICK: He's retired.

MR. MCDANIEL: He's retired, okay. But you're still practicing.
DR. VODOPICK: I'm still going.

MR. MCDANIEL: Are you going to just keep on going until you just can't do it anymore?

DR. VODOPICK: I tell my patients, "You'll know when I retire when you see my obituary is in the newspaper."

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. VODOPICK: Mm-hm.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, let's go back; we've talked a little bit about your professional career, let's go back and talk about your personal life. When you -- well, let's go back to '65 when you came back to Oak Ridge for good, to stay. Now did you have children at that point? Did you and your husband have children?
DR. VODOPICK: We had three.

MR. MCDANIEL: Okay. But in '65, did you then? 

DR. VODOPICK: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Where did you live? Where did you all move to when you came back to Oak Ridge?
DR. VODOPICK: We bought a house in Emory Valley and we're still in the same house.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. VODOPICK: Mm-hm.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, and your kids, how old were your children in '65, when you came back?

DR. VODOPICK: Ooh, let's see. Our daughter was born in '57, one son was born in '61, and another son was born in '64.

MR. MCDANIEL: Okay. So they were --
DR. VODOPICK: -- so he was the youngest.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right. Where did they go to school?
DR. VODOPICK: Initially, I think kindergarten was at Woodland, but then, since we're Catholic, they all went to St. Mary's until the 6th grade. And then from 6th grade they went to Jefferson, from Jefferson they went to Oak Ridge High School.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. VODOPICK: And then to various colleges when they graduated from high school.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you said you were very happy with the school system, and the kids seemed to be happy.
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: And the community. I'm sure there were lots of things for them to be involved in --
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: -- as they were growing up. Anything specific or particular that you can remember or mention? You'd like to mention?
DR. VODOPICK: Well our son, our middle son, Frank, who's a realtor in Knoxville, played basketball for the high school. And our daughter was very involved with the science program. So she went on to become a physician.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, is that right? Okay.
DR. VODOPICK: And she's still practicing. And the youngest son got his MBA from University of Tennessee, so he's down in San Antonio, Texas.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, what about you and your husband? I know you're busy, you know, taking care of the family and making a living and treating patients, but did you all get involved in the community and other outside activities, or any groups or organizations --

DR. VODOPICK: Oh, my husband was in everything.

MR. MCDANIEL: Okay.
DR. VODOPICK: Mainly the American Cancer Society. He was quite involved with that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. VODOPICK: And then he was on the school board. Oh, I've forgotten what else. But mainly the American Cancer Society. He really put a lot of time into that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure. How have you seen the city change, from the time you've, you know, you came here until now? How have you seen things change around here?
DR. VODOPICK: Not much. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Really?
DR. VODOPICK: I think the population really hasn't changed at all. You know, it was about what, 29,000 when we came and it's still 29,000 now. I think probably the biggest reason is the expense of building a home here. I was amazed, we had a lot that the children played on, which was 5,000 dollars back in 1965. And now it's selling for 40,000. Not that lot, but the lots in that area are 40,000 now so --

MR. MCDANIEL: -- oh, sure. Just for the piece of land.
DR. VODOPICK: Yes, just for a piece of land.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly. Have there been any events or things that have happened since you've been here that really altered the way you treat patients or the way you operate your practice?
DR. VODOPICK: The government.

MR. MCDANIEL: Tell me about that.
DR. VODOPICK: Well, I guess it's more and more paperwork, less and less reimbursement, and arguing with people to have things done. You know, getting pre-approval for this, pre-approval for that, writing out all these forms. It's really frustrating, many times, that you think you're the physician. "MD" using to be for "my decision." Not anymore. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. VODOPICK: It's somebody else on the other end of the telephone line saying, oh, they have a checklist. 

MR. MCDANIEL: An insurance company.
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, yes. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. VODOPICK: They have a checklist, and unless you give them the right answers for their checklist, you may get a "no" many times. You know, "you can't do this," "you can't do that." So it's becoming a battle between people that run the show, which is the insurance companies, versus the doctors who wanted do something. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. And do you see that getting any better, getting -- 

DR. VODOPICK: No.

MR. MCDANIEL: -- oh. Okay.
DR. VODOPICK: No. In fact, I think it's going to get worse.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
DR. VODOPICK: We're going to have rationed care.

MR. MCDANIEL: Really? Hmm.

DR. VODOPICK: With what they're proposing now, you know, it's going to be, if you get to a certain age you're not going to be able to have these studies done. Unless you can afford to pay for them. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure. I understand, I understand. What else can we talk about? About you, and your life here in Oak Ridge? 

DR. VODOPICK: Well, I really have loved being in Oak Ridge. And I look at the weather forecast and I see the storms up in Wisconsin, and the Midwest, and I say, "Well, I'm glad I'm not there."

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you ever really -- I mean, other than the fact when they shut the ORINS program down, did you ever consider leaving? I mean seriously consider, you know, moving to someplace else.

DR. VODOPICK: Not once we settled here, no.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right. How has the, or has the fact that this is basically a government town affected you, your family, your practice? Other than it brought you here, you know. But since ORINS shut down, has anything that has happened in Oak Ridge affected you, your family, or your practice?

DR. VODOPICK: Well, when we first went into practice, again this is the insurance aspect; eighty percent of our practice was private pay insurance. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Okay.
DR. VODOPICK: And a lot of those people were people that worked out at the plant, because they had private insurance there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
DR. VODOPICK: And as they have gotten older, you know, once they hit 65 most of them are retired. And now our insurance is primarily Medicaid -- or, not Medicaid, Medicare.

MR. MCDANIEL: Medicare. Right, right, right. And does that make a big change for you folks?
DR. VODOPICK: In a way, yeah. It --

MR. MCDANIEL: It probably greatly reduces your -- 

DR. VODOPICK: Reimbursement.

MR. MCDANIEL: -- reimbursement, doesn't it.
DR. VODOPICK: Yes, it sure does. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Mm-hm. Okay, let me think here for a second. Okay. Well, I can't think of anything else that we talk about, unless there's something you want to talk about, as far as your life goes, here in Oak Ridge.  

DR. VODOPICK: Well, I think we've been very happy here and, as I say, as far as the environment is concerned, it's wonderful. I think the population is really of a higher level than many of the other cities that we have been in.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
DR. VODOPICK: So, there was a, I don't know, if -- estimate that there were fifty percent of the population were PhDs, maybe back years ago. I don't know if it still holds today. But they -- 

MR. MCDANIEL: I could see how that would be a real advantage, because you have educated people who care and understand. But I could almost see how that might almost be a disadvantage. Do they ever come in and argue with you about what was --
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, yes. Well, nowadays it's not so much the level of their education, but they all go to the internet. And people call me up and say, "Oh, I can't take this drug because it says blah, blah, blah on this form here, and I have this," and I say "Well, don't take it then." You know, you have to accommodate them, too, but it's -- I don't know if it's a blessing or a curse that you give them so much information that they think that they know better than you do. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, right, exactly.
DR. VODOPICK: And certainly you don't want them to get harmed by anything that you prescribe, so if they don't want to take it, they don't -- they're not going to take it. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly. Alright, well thank you so much for taking time to talk with us -- 
DR. VODOPICK: Oh, it's been a pleasure.

MR. MCDANIEL: I appreciate it. And we continue another -- hope you have another 45 years.

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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