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MR. MCDANIEL: This is Keith McDaniel and today is January 7, 2016, and I am here at my studios in Oak Ridge with Mr. Robert Wells. Mr. Well, thank you for taking time to talk with us.

MR. WELLS: My pleasure.

MR. MCDANIEL: Let's start at the beginning. Tell me where you were born and raised, something about your family and your growing up.

MR. WELLS: Ok. I was born near LaFollette, out in Campbell County, 1930, and we moved to this area from the confluence of the Clinch and Powell rivers when the Federal Government created TVA and built the dam, Norris Dam. We moved into the Oak Ridge area in 1935.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, did you? Ok, so you all were living up there and you got moved from Norris up to Oak Ridge.

MR. WELLS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: So, now when did you say you were born? What year?
MR. WELLS: 1930.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, so '30, so you moved there, you were five years old then when you came, five or six when you came here to the Oak Ridge area.

MR. WELLS: Right, I was, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: What did your, what did your father do for a living? 

MR. WELLS: He was a farmer.

MR. MCDANIEL: Was he?
MR. WELLS: Originally he was a coal miner in, when we lived in LaFollette but when we moved here, he was farmer.

MR. MCDANIEL: There was a lot of coal mining in LaFollette area up there.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, up in Habersham. I think he worked up at Habersham.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? How many brothers and sisters did you have?
MR. WELLS: Five.

MR. MCDANIEL: You had five. Ok.
MR. WELLS: Four brothers and one sister.

MR. MCDANIEL: So you moved to ... What part of this area did you move to when you came in '35?

MR. WELLS: Well, my family -- my father and mother and my brothers and my sister -- moved to the Mahoney Road area which is between Oak Ridge and Oliver Springs. But I did not go there with them. I went to live with my Uncle Brad, my dad's brother. He lived up, he bought a place up near Highland, what is present day Highland View School.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right ...
MR. WELLS: Right in that area there, and he grew fruits like peaches and melons, vegetables.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: Was a more-or-less a truck market.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure ... I'm going to make a quick adjustment. I'm getting a little bit of a reflection off of your glasses but it won't take but just a second. That'll probably help a little bit. Let me look and see. Yeah, I think that helped some. All right, so you went to live with your uncle.

MR. WELLS: Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Up near Highland View, where Highland View School was.
MR. WELLS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: So you weren't too far from your mom and dad.
MR. WELLS: No, about five or six miles.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah ... So, what do you remember about that time before the government came to town in Oak Ridge.

MR. WELLS: Oh, in Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. WELLS: Well it was, for everyone, it was a hard time ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... because of the Great Depression and ... But the farmers had it, maybe, a little better than people who worked in factories that were laid off and couldn't find work. But it was still hard times.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, because they could at least grow ...
MR. WELLS: They could grow their own food, you know, and just only have to buy like sugar or salt and stuff like that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yes.
MR. WELLS: Because they had their own beef and pork, you know, they raised hogs and cattle.

MR. MCDANIEL: Do you remember your dad ever talking about working on the dam when they came in and moved everybody out?

MR. WELLS: No. I don't think he worked for them. He was still in the mines at that time but I had an uncle that worked clearing the land, the banks of the rivers ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... where the backwater would come up to.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... So, it was tough in those years in the late '30s because it was the Depression ...

MR. WELLS: It was.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... everybody was kind of in the same boat, weren't they?

MR. WELLS: Yeah. You didn't know you were poor because everyone around you was poor. So ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... Well, what was ... ? So, what was it like? I mean, what was the community like before, you know, the government came into the area?

MR. WELLS: Are you talking about the Robertsville community?

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, yeah ...
MR. WELLS: Oh, it was a nice, peaceful place. Everyone got along very well. It was a good time for children to grow up.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: Was the end of the Depression, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... But was it mostly farmers, mostly?

MR. WELLS: Yeah, yeah... Yes, they were, they were mostly farmers and maybe some teachers. We had the Robertsville High School and the elementary school, then we had Scarboro and Wheat, of course, down this way.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right ...
MR. WELLS: Toward K-25. So, it's predominantly farmers.

MR. MCDANIEL: So where did you go to school?

MR. WELLS: I went to the elementary school at Robertsville first and then, in the mid-'30s. In the late '30s they moved the elementary school to Scarboro.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... So ... When they came in to take over the land, take over the property for the Manhattan Project, what do you remember about that? What do you remember your parents talking about?
MR. WELLS: Well, they were a bit upset because we're going to lose our land twice to the Federal Government ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... within a 10 year span or less.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah ...
MR. WELLS: But, they knew it had to be done so they sold. I do remember when the men came to talk with the, our family about the federal government acquiring the land for the Manhattan Project.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: Yeah, we were, I guess, sitting at our dinner table when we heard a knock on the door. My mother went to the door and it, front door, and we saw a couple of gentlemen there in suits and ties and their hats which we didn't see much of in our neighborhood.

MR. MCDANIEL: I bet, sure.
MR. WELLS: They didn't dress like that. So we knew that something was up. Then they told her about the government going to acquire land for the Manhattan Project.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... How many acres did your dad have at that point?

MR. WELLS: We had, at that time, about a 100 acres and the government bought 60-something acres.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. WELLS: They bought all the land south of Mahoney Road and left the land up north of Mahoney Road.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, so you were kind of on the border there, weren't you?

MR. WELLS: Right. We lived along the fence line where the government built a barbed wire fence and the MPs patrolled it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: On horseback, at first, from behind the fence.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And then, a little later, they, the MPs, patrolled in jeeps along there.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, did your family stay on that property outside the fence?

MR. WELLS: Yes, the ... our home was on the north side of Mahoney Road, so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: Yeah, but the people that lived on the south side, which there were several of those people ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... including one of our uncles, lived, they had to move.

MR. MCDANIEL: They had to move.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, they tore down the house. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: Demolished all the houses along  on the south side of Mahoney Road.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: As well as over here in the Robertsville area.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure ... So it was kind of unusual, your family, I mean, you already, you're living, you're going to, you're able to stay but you had to sell part of your, 'bout half of your property.

MR. WELLS: Right. A little more than half.

MR. MCDANIEL: Little more than half, they took it, but you all stayed and how long were you there?

MR. WELLS: 'Bout, throughout the duration of the war.

MR. MCDANIEL: Were you?
MR. WELLS: And my mother lived there until she passed away.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? Well tell me ... tell me, by the time the war came around, and they started building Oak Ridge, you were 10 or so…
MR. WELLS: Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: I guess. 

MR. WELLS: Right, I was.

MR. MCDANIEL: So you're old enough to remember a lot of that.

MR. WELLS: Oh, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: The hub-bub and activity: Tell me a little bit about that.

MR. WELLS: Well, it's the typical old Oak Ridge story of the deep mud and the boards, wooden sidewalks.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure.

MR. WELLS: And bulldozers, trucks, MPs -- mounted police -- it was kind of an exciting time for us children, my brothers and myself because we weren't accustomed to seeing this sort of thing.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure, sure, sure ...
MR. WELLS: We were farm kids.

MR. MCDANIEL: What did you all think? Or what did your family think, your parents think about what was going on? Did they have any idea?

MR. WELLS: No, they didn't. As you know, it was a secret project and they called it, "the project," ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... and none of them ever said the Manhattan Project, they just said it's, "the project." And, as you know, it didn't acquire the name Oak Ridge until after the war when the city was given a home, when the government gave the city operation over to the ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... private ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... sector.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Well, I guess being ... I guess being farm boys and active out in the woods and everything, you probably explored a lot during all that time, didn't you?

MR. WELLS: Oh, yeah, we did.

MR. MCDANIEL: Tell me about that.
MR. WELLS: Well, you could come into the area with passes. And they were issued by the government, by the military police.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And ... But someone in the Oak Ridge area had to, like, sponsor you.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, sure, sure ...
MR. WELLS: So you could come in, that you were visiting them inside the Oak Ridge area, well, the Manhattan Project area.

MR. MCDANIEL: How far was the fence from your house?
MR. WELLS: Ah, I'd say about 800, 900 feet.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. So it was pretty close. I mean, you were able to ...

MR. WELLS: It was.

MR. MCDANIEL: You kind of had a front row seat to all that.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, all the activities. Yeah, we could hear them building Oak Ridge. We could hear the hammering and, as you know, in those days they didn't, carpenter didn't use Skil saws, it was just handsaws and hammers ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... and squares ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... and we could hear that going on from our home all the time.

MR. MCDANIEL: I bet. All the time.

MR. WELLS: Night and day. Yeah. Night and day seven days a week.

MR. MCDANIEL: I'm sure, I'm sure ... What ... ? So, did your, your dad stayed and farmed or did he?

MR. WELLS: Well, my ... My dad passed away in 1940.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: It was in the spring of '42 that the government people came around to acquire ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: ... or give notification to the farmers that they were acquiring this for the Manhattan Project.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: So he'd passed away a year or so before.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: But he didn't ...

MR. MCDANIEL: So he didn't know ...  

MR. WELLS: ... Yeah, he didn't live to see ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: What about, what did your family do? I mean, you know, did you ... ?
MR. WELLS: Well, my mother went to work in the canteens. They, I think it was Roane Anderson, it was one of the companies that ... managed ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. WELLS: The canteens where the workers, the construction workers would pick up coffee and doughnuts, candy bars and sandwiches.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right ...
MR. WELLS: Drinks.

MR. MCDANIEL: So she went to work for one of those, which one did she work at?

MR. WELLS: The one that's about where CVC [CVS] Pharmacy is now.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: Out on the Turnpike.

MR. MCDANIEL: On the Turnpike.
MR. WELLS: There was a little section there that that canteen sat in. They were all over, not all over, but many places in Oak Ridge, these canteens. Anywhere there were construction crews working and ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: And that's where she was stationed, that one.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right. So she was able to get in once the gates were closed.

MR. WELLS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: Where did she go? Where was the gate, the Key Springs, was that where the gate was?

MR. WELLS: The Oliver Springs gates.

MR. MCDANIEL: The Oliver Springs gate, yeah. Right in there. So did she ride the bus or did she have a car?

MR. WELLS: Yeah, she had a car.

MR. MCDANIEL: She had a car.

MR. WELLS: We had our family car, yes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... Now, your brothers were older than you, is that correct?

MR. WELLS: Two older and two younger.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: I was the middle son. The older one was inducted into the Army and drafted, I think, in the summer of '42 or early '43. I don't recall.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: But the other one didn't go into the Army until the victory over Japan in 1945.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. All right, ok. So you, what were you doing? You were, I guess, you were in school during the ...

MR. WELLS: I was in school.

MR. MCDANIEL: You were in school during the, during the war.

MR. WELLS: During the wartime.

MR. MCDANIEL: Where'd you go to school then?
MR. WELLS: I, well ... You mean after Robertsville and Scarboro?

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, yeah ...
MR. WELLS: A little school above Oliver Springs called Donovan. It's out in the country on Dutch Valley Road.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. Now, was that, was it that they came in ... and closed the city off?

MR. WELLS: Yes, uh-huh.

MR. MCDANIEL: So you couldn't go to Oak Ridge school.

MR. WELLS: No. You weren't allowed to go into Oak Ridge schools if you didn't live in Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. WELLS: There were a few that got around that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: Some way.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: One of the girls on our road, she managed to go to school in Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: In Oak Ridge...
MR. WELLS: But I don't know how. Pulled some strings some way, or her parents did, I suppose.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... Well, tell me a little bit about that time. Tell me a little bit about the war. What was it like, you know, living here, living in the area? What are some of the things you remember?

MR. WELLS: Like all over the United States, sugar, tires, gasoline was rationed so you had to kind of watch how you, you know, travelled. You were curtailed by rationing, so. Shoes were rationed. And it was, it was a time of sacrifice, I guess, but we didn't mind it because it was, you know, the war effort and everybody pitched in in those days. We picked up scrap metal and sold scrap metal. 

MR. MCDANIEL: That's what I was about to ask: How did you guys make some pocket money?

MR. WELLS: That was about it. (laughter) The scrap metal.

MR. MCDANIEL: There's probably quite a bit of that with construction going on, wasn't there?

MR. WELLS: Mmm-hmm... yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: So ... (laughter)

MR. WELLS: It's true.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah. Got any stories about that?
MR. WELLS: No ... (laughter) Except we had a few people that would ... sell some things that didn't belong to them.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's what I was ... I wasn't going to ask that, but ... I'm sure that went on.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, that went on. Particularly with one fellow. I won't divulge his name, but ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right ...
MR. WELLS: He got his hands on a lot of things didn't belong to him. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, exactly, exactly ...
MR. WELLS: Yeah, it was hard times but, like I say, everybody was poor and they knew if people had to sacrifice or to win the war…
MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah ...
MR. WELLS: They didn't gripe or complain. I never heard any complaining because, as Tom Brokaw said, it was the time of the greatest generation, you know. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Now, were you able to, you said, I guess you were able to get in during when the city was closed off occasionally.

MR. WELLS: Oh, yeah, with a pass.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, with a pass.
MR. WELLS: And since my mother worked in the area, she could get passes

MR. MCDANIEL: She could get passes for you.

MR. WELLS: Mmm-hmm.

MR. MCDANIEL: So what do you remember about that when the city was closed off? What do you remember about Oak Ridge then?

MR. WELLS: Well, we liked to hang around the canteen and make popcorn stuff, you know and sell it. All the construction was going on, which is kind of exciting for us. We had a market, you know, where farmers went to sell produce.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And, once in a while, we'd take some melons, corn or whatever we had to sell at the farmers' market.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... 

MR. WELLS: We're just kids, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Of course.
MR. WELLS: And they had those little stands set up where you could display your produce ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure... display your ... sure ...
MR. WELLS: ... on a table and had benches.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: It was kind of fun for us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Lot of kids that grew up in that era talk about getting on the buses, riding the buses all around. Did you all do any of that?

MR. WELLS: Yeah, we did that on the bus line. It's on the old grey and white buses, I recall. We liked to do that but, unfortunately, our school bus stopped running on Mahoney Road, so we had to walk from the far end of Mahoney Road all the way to Hwy. 61 to catch a bus because they stopped sending school bus on Mahoney Road due to gas rationing and tire rationing.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: So we had to walk maybe about two miles.

MR. MCDANIEL: And that was the county, that was out in the county, wasn't it?
MR. WELLS: It was in the county, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Because in the city, they wouldn't have had any trouble with the tire rationing for those buses.

MR. WELLS: No.

MR. MCDANIEL: They could get anything they wanted in Oak Ridge, couldn't they?
MR. WELLS: Yeah. Right. But for farm kids, it was a little different.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's one of the things that I've interviewed a number of people and that's what they talked about is they talked about how people in Oak Ridge, kids in Oak Ridge, were really secluded from the outside world.
MR. WELLS: Yeah, they more or less lived a sheltered life compared with us farm children.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right. Exactly, exactly. So, after school, when you got, when the war was over and everything, what did you do? Did you go to work? Did you go to college? What did you do?

MR. WELLS: Well, I ... got out of high school, graduated in '49, I think it was, and went north or to the Midwest, really, Michigan, Detroit. Worked in a couple of car factories up there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you?
MR. WELLS: In those days, they were still building the Hudson. I worked on that Hudson and a Packard.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. WELLS: Yeah. (laughter) Those companies are gone now.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, yeah, sure, sure ... So how long were you there?
MR. WELLS: Oh, let's see, from '50, after high school, I guess until '51, I guess, early '52, married at that time and we moved to California, to Los Angeles.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, did you? How long were you in California?

MR. WELLS: Eleven and a half years.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, did you end up not having to go into the service because of ... ?

MR. WELLS: No, I was married at the time when they ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh.
MR. WELLS: ... started the Korean war. They weren't drafting fathers.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, is that right? Ok.

MR. WELLS: No, not in the Korean war. They did in the second world war.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, everybody was, if you were able, you were going.

MR. WELLS: Right, up until about '45. Well, in addition to that I probably couldn't have served anyway because I had a bad injury on my left knee ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: ... during high school, playing football. It was a very serious operation they, at first they thought they were going to have to amputate my leg right above the knee.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. WELLS: Yeah, at St. Mary's in Knoxville. And my mother didn't want that, of course, so they told her -- excuse me -- they told her, one of the doctors at John Hopkins might be able to save it. His technology ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right ...
MR. WELLS: ... his skills were a little more than what they had at St. Mary's, so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... she sent for him and had him to fly down to the Knoxville airport ...

MR. MCDANIEL: To Knoxville, yeah.
MR. WELLS: ... and they brought him out to Oak Ridge and he saved my leg. So, what I'm saying is, it's doubtful I could have went through basic training with this ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, were you ... ? Now, were you in the Oak Ridge Hospital or St. Mary's?

MR. WELLS: St. Mary's

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, you were in St. Mary's in Knoxville. Ok. All right.

MR. WELLS: So, like I say, it's doubtful I could have did the boot camp and ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... training.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure ... So you went to California for 11 years, then what'd you do after that?

MR. WELLS: Came back here to the Oak Ridge area and worked for a publishing company... no, I went to D.C. first.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you? Ok.

MR. WELLS: Came back here to look for work. At that time, they laying off a lot of people ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... around the plants so I didn't find work here so, went on to D.C. and worked for the Army Corps of Engineers there as a cartographer. Drawing maps.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. In Washington, in D.C.?
MR. WELLS: Yes, I lived in D.C. At that time, oh, you couldn't talk about it, we were drawing maps of Vietnam and Laos and Cambodia.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. What year was this, early...? Late '50s?
MR. WELLS: In the '60s.

MR. MCDANIEL: Early '60s?
MR. WELLS: About '62, '63, '64.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. Right, right ... And then you came back to this area?

MR. WELLS: Then came back to this area and worked at a publishing company here in Oak Ridge, Rwel and Slusser, you may have heard of it.

MR. MCDANIEL: It's called what?
MR. WELLS: Rwel and Slusser. Two men. R-W-E-L and then S-L-U-S-S-E-R.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. WELLS: It's down in Grove Center.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. WELLS: And I worked there until they sold out, merged with the Kingsport Press ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: ... in Kingsport, Tennessee. So ...

MR. MCDANIEL: So, what kind of publishing did they do?

MR. WELLS: They done all the handbooks and all of the literature for the plants.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, I see.
MR. WELLS: For Union ... Let's see, it wasn't Union ... I guess it was still Union Carbide.

MR. MCDANIEL: It was probably Union Carbide.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, and then Martin Marietta.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. WELLS: And they did all those publications and some for the Bartlesville oil fields out in Oklahoma.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. All right.

MR. WELLS: And we'd get a lot of technical journals and college textbooks.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. WELLS: Did a lot of those like calculus and geometry. And we did one of the Soviet Union physicists magazines, we did the publication of that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. WELLS: Yeah. It was ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, I'd never heard about that kind of thing in all the years I've been doing this.

MR. WELLS: Really?

MR. MCDANIEL: I've never heard about that.

MR. WELLS: Well, if ... Did you live here in the '60s, then?

MR. MCDANIEL: No. No, I wasn't born 'til '57 so I was, I was a little person.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, Ok.

MR. MCDANIEL: And I grew up in Kingston. I didn't grow up in Oak Ridge.

MR. WELLS: Oh, yeah, well you wouldn't have heard of it. It was a small company. I think there's about 80 of us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. Wow. So you stayed there until they sold out.

MR. WELLS: Mmm-hmm. Then we either had to take a job with the Kingsport Press, the company that R&S merged with, or we could take a, what'd you call, we'd take a pay cut ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. 

MR. WELLS: Pay ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. WELLS: Words...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah. I know what you mean. Severance pay.

MR. WELLS: Severance pay, I couldn't... 

MR. MCDANIEL: Severance pay. That's ok.
MR. WELLS: Had a senior moment.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's all right.
MR. WELLS: Yeah, take severance pay or move to ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Kingsport.
MR. WELLS: ... Kingsport. Yeah. So I chose to go to Kingsport.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, did you? So you went to Kingsport.

MR. WELLS: Right, right. So I worked there until, I guess '80, '83, '84.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.

MR. WELLS: Then, moved back here and then went to work out at OSTI out on the east end of Oak Ridge. Office of Scienti... Scientific and Technical Information.

MR. MCDANIEL: Technical information, sure, sure.
MR. WELLS: O-S-T-I, and worked there until I retired.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And after I retired, I did some work as a security escort that escorted uncleared people in on the, into the plants.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MR. WELLS: You know, uncleared construction worker or whatever they were.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Right, exactly, exactly. They had to, you know, have somebody.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, they didn't have clearances, so somebody had to go with them.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, exactly.
MR. WELLS: So I worked that 'til I completely retired. That was a part-time job.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.

MR. WELLS: But then I think it's about 10, eight years ago, I retired completely.

MR. MCDANIEL: So you, you worked a while. I mean, you know, you worked ...

MR. WELLS: I worked a little late in life, more than the average person, I guess.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. That's all right.

MR. WELLS: But I enjoyed it. I like to travel. My mother and I did a lot of traveling, overseas, you know, like Germany and France.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: And into the Holy Land and to Scotland, England, Ireland.

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow.
MR. WELLS: She loved to travel and I did, too, so that's the way I paid for it, supplemented my income ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... working part time as a security escort.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... So, you've been around Oak Ridge a long, long time, kind of back and forth somewhat.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, right, right ... 

MR. MCDANIEL: You've seen a lot of changes, you've seen, you know ...

MR. WELLS: I have. I really have, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, now, do you, does your family still own the property that they originally had?

MR. WELLS: It's still in the grandchildren, my mother's grandchildren's hands.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. WELLS: Mmm-hmm.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. And where do you live? Do you live ... ?

MR. WELLS: I live off of Hwy. 62 at the Y where 61 and 62 come together and split there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok. Right, right, right ... Well, what do you think, tell me, talk a little bit about the, like I said, you've seen a lot of changes over the years and, you know, what, I guess, one question that I would have is: Why did you come back to this area? I mean, you know, after being gone so long. Was it home?

MR. WELLS: Well, yeah. The mountains called me back. I, you know, there's no place like home, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: Some people can relocate and be just as happy and satisfied in that new place as they did where they grew up. Other people don't work that way, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, exactly.
MR. WELLS: And I'm one of those. I like home. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
MR. WELLS: I like being near home. I don't know. It's just one of those things, you know, where you're different than other people. I have a brother lives in Virginia and he's been up there about 50 or 60 years and it's home to him. He only comes back for a visit now and then.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, but, you know, looking out his back yard's probably not a much different sight than looking out of the back yard here, either, so, I mean, you know ...

MR. WELLS: Well, yeah, right. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: There's ... The geography's similar.

MR. WELLS: Yeah. His place is on the Chesapeake Bay so he looks out into the bay and the wetlands.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure, sure. Well, I could get used to that, too, so ... (laughter)

MR. WELLS: It's all right. It's all right. Yeah, you mentioned about changes in Oak Ridge. Yeah, I've seen a lot of changes, true. And that's one thing that's, that, I don't know, I feel that Oak Ridge people, people like yourself, need to be more conscious of this area, what it was before the Manhattan Project.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: Now, I, for one, would like to see a place like the library to have like murals on each side of a long room and on the north, if you were on the Turnpike looking toward the north, you'd see all the houses on this mural that existed in the Robertsville era, times.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: The farms, the school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: And then, on the other wall, have the murals depicting the homes and schools on the south side of the Turnpike.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And you could look on each side and they would correspond or correlate.

MR. MCDANIEL: So you think there's probably not enough effort towards remembering what it was like before the government came.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, right. And the reason I say that, old timers, you know, myself, not going to be around forever.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's true.

MR. WELLS: So while there's people that can remember and help tell the story ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: ... I'd like for to see something like that done, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... 

MR. WELLS: We have  -- Excuse me -- we have pictures of the homes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yes.
MR. WELLS: In black and white, as you know, at the library, you can see ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure.
MR. WELLS: ... houses and what they looked like, but I would like to see something done in color. A mural stretching the length of the Turnpike, especially from Elza, east end down to here, to ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah ...

MR. WELLS: ... Louisiana or maybe beyond Nebraska.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And on each side of the road -- that would be a great thing if we could get that done.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right. I understand. We interviewed a fellow who, whose father owned a store, lived here, gosh, I guess in the '20s, lived here and his father owned a store, a little store and he had a cart on, pulled by horses that he'd fill up with merchandise and goods and foods and go back out into the country and sell that to the people out that way.

MR. WELLS: Oh, yeah, like a rolling store.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, like a rolling store.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, we called them that. We had that on Mahoney Road. Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you?
MR. WELLS: During the '30s. Yeah, they bought produce, eggs and things. It's more or less like a barter system.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: You could get sugar and milk, I mean, salt and flour ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right.

MR. WELLS: ... in exchange for your produce.

MR. MCDANIEL: For the things you had extra of.
MR. WELLS: Right, right. Yeah, we had that. There were three stores that I know of: Keye's store, which was at Robertsville 'bout where the Turnpike, I mean, Illinois is. Then we had Locket's store there and then we had, on up the road, we had J. Nash Copeland's store.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, Copeland. J. Nash Copeland's store.

MR. WELLS: So we came into this area to buy things.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: You know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure. Now, were you treated -- let me just ask this: When you went into Oak Ridge, after they secured it with the gates and everything, was there ... Was there any prejudice against you because you were from outside the gate or you were country people or... or...? Do you remember any of that?

MR. WELLS: No, I never experienced any of that. ‘Course, you know, I was ...

MR. MCDANIEL: You were young.
MR. WELLS: I'm not, I wasn't around the young people so much because we would come in to go to our mother's canteen where she worked and to sell produce. And this mostly was dealing with adults.

MR. MCDANIEL: Adults, right.
MR. WELLS: If, we didn't ... I'm sure ...

MR. MCDANIEL: And probably most of them were just like you.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: I mean, they were construction workers.
MR. WELLS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: I mean, they came in to build things.

MR. WELLS: Exactly. And, but the kids may have been different but we didn't associate with them. We were separated, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: But I do know that Knoxvillians more or less resented Oak Ridge people. I don't know why, I guess because they came here from all over the whole country.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: Different lifestyles, people in New York state, Pennsylvania, Ohio.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right. Exactly. Well, what else do you want to tell me about? Is there anything else you want to talk about or remember or ... ?
MR. WELLS: I don't know.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you have any good fishing holes when you were a kid.
MR. WELLS: We had swimming holes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you?
MR. WELLS: We didn't fish much. We didn't have time when you're working on the farm ...

MR. MCDANIEL: I'll bet.
MR. WELLS: ... you worked six days a week.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, I'm sure.
MR. WELLS: Had Sunday off, then you were in Sunday school and church.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. WELLS: Then back to work in the summer but then, in the fall, of course, you went back to school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah. Did you have to get up early and work 'fore you went to school?

MR. WELLS: Well, we had feeding chores, you know, like feed the cattle, you know, horses and cows and pigs.

MR. MCDANIEL: Have any dairy cows, did you have any, you know... ?

MR. WELLS: No. We had two just ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Just for you all?
MR. WELLS: ... for our own use.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, was not like you had to get up and milk 30 cows 'fore you went to school.

MR. WELLS: No. It wasn't that bad. (laughter) No. Thank goodness.

MR. MCDANIEL: Thank goodness. Exactly. You'd have really bad arthritis in your hands by now.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, you're not kidding. Bad enough as it is.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly.
MR. WELLS: So, yeah, they were hard times but looking back, I guess, as they say, that which does not kill me, makes me stronger. So I guess that applied to us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, I think it's interesting that you were kind of a different, kind of had a different experience in Oak Ridge. You were kind of outside the fence but you were right outside the fence.

MR. WELLS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: And you were able to see things from a different perspective than a lot of people did.

MR. WELLS: Right. We were, as opposed to, say, people in Scott County or Morgan County.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, yeah, so ... Anything else? Anything else you want to talk about?

MR. WELLS: No, I guess that 'bout wraps it up.

MR. MCDANIEL: All right.

MR. WELLS: I would like to mention about Mark Griffith's book, I don't know if you've read that. It's a booklet.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure. Yeah, talk about that a little bit.

MR. WELLS: Well, he ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you help him with that research?
MR. WELLS: Well, we helped him find the sand pit.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you?
MR. WELLS: Yeah, couple of friends, and we found, he didn't know where that was so we helped him locate that and went up there. And he made a picture of us. We're in that little book he wrote.

MR. MCDANIEL: Tell me, just real quick, kind of give me the story of that.

MR. WELLS: Oh, about Mark's ... ?

MR. MCDANIEL: About Mark's book, what his book's about.

MR. WELLS: Well, it was about a murder that took place and an assault during the early '20s in the Oak Ridge area, which is, the sand pit, or chert they called it, Mark calls it chert, I call it a sand pit.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: It was right up here next to Illinois and Outer Drive on a curve on the old 61.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: That went through Oak Ridge in those days and there was a pit there where they got their sand for construction or anything they needed in this area and, you know, to mix with concrete or whatever.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: And the ... two fellows came out of Knoxville. One fellow picked up a couple of passengers and he wanted someone to go with me, with him, because, you know, those were the days of Prohibition and he was afraid these people, that two passengers he picked up, might do him harm or whatever so he wanted him to go with him.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: So, he did and they went to Clinton and picked up two other passengers so we had four people in all, passengers and they had this big, ol' powerful car, which the, these four men wanted because what they intended to do is rob a bank ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. WELLS: ... out in Oakdale, which is a part into Morgan County.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And so, they, when they got to this sand pit, the fellows ordered them out to stop and then the, that's when they had tied them up and meant to kill both the driver and the driver's friend ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: ... who accompanied him on this trip. And they cut their throats, but one survived. The driver, he survived the assault but his friend that agreed to go with him on this trip he died. He bled out right there and died in the pit.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, right.
MR. WELLS: So, Mark wanted to tell this story, because he wanted to tell the history on the Oak Ridge swimming pool.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: And which was the old duck pond, we called it. Judge Sebert lived there near Grove Center and his house stood until after the war. I think Gen. Groves stayed there for a while.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. WELLS: The general that oversaw the Manhattan Project.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.

MR. WELLS: And they later, later on, they demolished the home.

MR. MCDANIEL: I need to have Mark come in and tell that story on camera.
MR. WELLS: Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Mark would be good to do that.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, I don't know all the details of it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: But he could give you a full story.

MR. MCDANIEL: So you helped him find the location of where it was.

MR. WELLS: Location where the murders took place.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: Far as I know, that's the only thing, only crime like that we ever had in this area.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. WELLS: But that was before our time in the, here. This is the '20s we're talking about.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. WELLS: They didn't move until, here until the middle '30s.

MR. MCDANIEL: Mid-'30s.
MR. WELLS: Thirty-five. Thirty-five.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
MR. WELLS: But, yeah, Mark can give you a full account of it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Speaking of that, was there ... was there much trouble when you were living here in Oak Ridge? I mean, do you remember much crime or, I mean, in the area?

MR. WELLS: In the 1930s?

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah in the '30s.
MR. WELLS: In the Robertsville time -- No, uh-uh, no. No, it was a very safe place. You could go to town or go out of county or state or whatever, you didn't even have to lock your doors. You know, nobody bothered anything. We did have one chicken thief.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you? (laughter)

MR. WELLS: But he didn't live on Mahoney Road. He lived over in the valley.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... 

MR. WELLS: He stole chickens but that's the only thing, that's the most serious crime we had. 

MR. MCDANIEL: That and the guy selling the stuff that ...

MR. WELLS: The scrap iron, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... didn't belong to him.
MR. WELLS: Yeah, that's right.

MR. MCDANIEL: So ...
MR. WELLS: Right.
MR. MCDANIEL: But I would imagine that was ...

MR. WELLS: It was a safe time. Yeah, you'd, well, we'd walk to school or from school to, say, Nash Copeland's store by ourselves when we were just small. Now you wouldn't dare let a child walk for miles on the highway.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure. Absolutely.

MR. WELLS: We walked that road many times the tar was bubbling hot, had little bubbles in it. We walked it barefoot. 

MR. MCDANIEL: My goodness.
MR. WELLS: It was tough times.

MR. MCDANIEL: It was tough on your feet I bet, too.

MR. WELLS: Yeah, it did.

MR. MCDANIEL: I bet. All right, Mr. Wells, thank you so much. Thank you for taking time to talk with us. I appreciate it.

MR. WELLS: Well, thank you for having me. I enjoyed it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Good, good.
[End of Interview]
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