CD1track1  (w/ 6 inaudibles)
Okay, go ahead.

This is oral history interview for the Jack Case Center mural on the ladies leaving the plant.

This is one of the ladies in that photo, her name is Agnes Houser.

Agnes, we’re going to begin our interview now and I’m going to start by asking you how it felt to come back into Y12 after 60 years this morning when you came in?

Well I was full of anticipation but I was really surprised because everything was changed.

The only thing was the gates where they checked us as we went in and out, on the busses, I rode the bus for a long time and I was just amazed.

It was sailing and just about met the world of memories.

Now which building was it that you worked in when you were out here?
9201-1.

You worked in 9201-1, okay, and that was called what?

What was that building called?

The Alpha building, I think.

It was called Alpha one.

Do you remember what you did when you worked in Alpha one?

Certainly, I started out as a cubicle operator and I ended up as a cubicle operator.

In fact we went, first there was no building finished when I got here so they trained us in a training building first down in the heater building and then you would go upstairs to the actual cubicles and play with dummies until they got our job done.

That was about, well, that’s where I adjusted to any kind of living.

We were on the swing shift and if they say everything’s broke down, we can’t use you right now, well you had to stay there and I could stretch out on a little old narrow bench and go to sleep with everybody around me talking.

That was my one accomplishment that I still enjoy today, I can lose myself and let them go on, I’m sleeping.

Well that’s a blessing I’m sure to be able to sleep anytime you can and want to.

What else do you remember about that work in Alpha One?

What else did you do there?

Well I was an A operator and when everything else when they didn’t have nothing for me to do or when it had broke down I had the privilege of going out with the men on the start up crew and to work there.

I know one of the things that I didn’t know till later it was dangerous, but I thought it was exciting for me was pulling this little trap along, it had a gas muzzle like a gas pump and you put liquid nitrogen and if you over filled it you’re supposed to stop, but if they happened to make a mistake and overfilled it, I know that (inaudible) for it, but that’s one thing we wore protective shoes.

We had to wear steel toed shoes the whole time.

That’s good you wore the safety equipment.

That’s right.

Okay, very good.

Now did you live in Oak Ridge at that time?

Part time.

Now, they didn’t have no place for us at Oak Ridge then so they sent, looked like a school bus, it was painted army brown or dull colored and they said plumb to seven hours, I lived right now where I live, till I started here, which is as far in Knox county as you could get being close to the (inaudible) county line and they sent a work bus up there.

I was the first one to get on and as they went down the road they picked up workers that worked here at Y12 and not necessarily where I worked, but workers and then when they got the facilities done, the work was (inaudible) you either moved into the house or they had the dormitories ready for you.

So I stayed in Richmond Hall first after they cut the bus service out.

Tell me about the time when you stayed in Richmond Hall.

You were there, what did you say, about six months?

I was there about six months.

Tell me about that experience living in that dormitory.

Well I enjoyed it.

I had a single room but some of my friends were down through there and oh we just had a big time.

There was a drug store right across from it and then a restaurant.

Everything went fine till we got up one morning and one of the girls was murdered about three rooms down the hall from where I was at.

You talk about somebody being frightened, that certainly put a damper on our extra activities at night.

I started my library then, going to that drugstore buying books and then friends of mine had a house and they invited me to move in with them, on West Isle Drive they said, help us with the rent and with the food and you can stay with us.

I said, good!

That just put an end to my happy story there because I was frightened.

We need to stop Ray.

We’re going to break now and let him change that tape.

Okay.

Okay Bob, you ready for us to roll.

You hear the magazine making noise, Case?

Yeah.

You hear that?

What’s it doing?

It’s doing a rubbing.

Good.

Almost ready.

Okay.

Ready.

Tell me the story again about the time you were living in the dormitory here in Oak Ridge.

I was living in Richmond Hall, section square in the dormitory.

And we really enjoyed it, they had a restaurant right across the street from us and a drug store that had everything in it.

I got up one morning and they said, “Did you hear the excitement last night?”

And I said, “What?”

They said there was a girl strangled to death right down the hall.

I said, “Oh, no!”

And come to find out later, I found that her boyfriend had broke in there and strangled her, so it wouldn’t be a serial killing but it scared us bad enough that I was so uneasy I’d go down to the drugstore, I started my library then.

I’d buy books and that’s the way I spent my spare time, I wasn’t out like we the freedom we did have, until I had a friend living on West Isle drive and she asked me would I like to move in with them and I did.

And I stayed there then until it was over.

What time, do you remember when you came to work here, what month and year or the year?

Do you remember when it was?

October of 1943.

I know we had to train, we had to come here to train and they had to, well the arithmetic, I couldn’t get it.

I sat there, I went through the schooling and then I know it, I got up and called a bus to home to Knoxville, got a bus from Knoxville to Oak Ridge, then come back to Knoxville and caught the last bus home which let me out two miles from home about 7:30 at night, dark.

I said I started toward the house, I’d run, you’d listen and you didn’t hear nothing, but when you was running, somebody else was running, that was you and I said when I got to the top of the hill our house was about nearly a mile away and I could see my mother and my little brother, a lantern bobbing, they were coming to get me.

So that, I think that was about six weeks.

Then we came back, and that’s when we went to the heating room in the training building.

Do you remember there being a lot of magnetism?

Do you remember anything about the equipment and the magnets that were there?

Oh, yes I do.

The equipment, that’s one thing from the time we begin, they stressed safety and silence and so those two things, the magnet they explained to us, don’t wear a watch.

And then when you went up there if there was anything you had to open a little door on anything, ground it.

And so I know we were, I was on the shift where a painter come in there and evidently he hadn’t been instructed or he forgot or something and he started to paint something and it wasn’t ground and it fried him right there. 

He died right there on the spot.

Oh my.

So that’s like seeing right from the highway, you sure will die.

So we all, that safety, that it was for your own good, you know sometimes you can get hurt in a hurry but it didn’t pay you to.

So.

So you had a lot of safety practices.

Oh, we had safety practices.

Well what else do you remember about your time working there in Alpha One?

Well I remember I loved it.

I didn’t know, we had a bunch of gauges we had to watch.

If it went too high, one was on the left and the other was on the right, if it went too high you lowered it, and if it went too low, you tried to keep it on the even keel.

If you didn’t, they did what you call kill the load, and they didn’t want that done, so we really had to be on the ball to watch it, and I don’t know, I just enjoyed the ride even.

I told my daughters this morning now – I live right now when I worked here, and I said it’s funny but it went fast and I made friends.

Nobody went by their first name, you didn’t hardly know the first person, your last name and at that time I was a Johnson so when they’d holler “Johnson”, I was the only one there named Johnson at that time, I knew it was me.

Did you have to wear any special clothing?
Oh, we had uniforms and we had steel shoes, and you put those steel shoes on and you wore them each shift, I mean the shoes were down there and they had the locker room there and we’d change clothes and wear our street clothes in but you had to have your uniforms and your shoes.

And if you were going out on the dock there to work we had to have big gloves and headwear and a heavy coat.

Do you remember having that picture made that we’re going to make a mural of, do you remember when that was made?
No, I didn’t even know it was made until later on and my son had saw it and it came out in the journal first I think and we don’t take the journal, we take the sentinel, and my son said, “Mama your picture’s in the paper.”

And I said, “Who’s with me?”

He said, “Nobody.”

I said, “Ain’t me” because they stressed of us going twos, not solo, but two, and so this girl was coming out with me then and she wasn’t looking up either.

If you see me in the picture, I’m looking down and I looked and said, “Yeah, that’s me.”

And did you show that picture to someone else that recognized that they were in the picture as well?

Do you remember that?

Oh yes, yes, we pumped the picture when we had the group meeting last year here, and one of the girls – my daughters was with me and they were showing here, I had an 8 by 10 of it, and she showed us which one was her and she said, “That’s my sister” and so we had a good time there, but that was just about four or five of the ones that worked with the cubicles.

Is there anything else that you’d want to share with us?

I may not have asked all the right questions to get to your memories that you’d like to be sure that get included.

Is there anything else you’d like to talk to us about?

Well we had to be – I guess you’d say dedicated, because if you, you could not leave the job until your person come to fill in for you and I know one time we started and it was a big snow.

Now they had something like a tractor/trailer, the cab and the driver was there and then the whole thing was like a bus and you sat on each side of it and we were coming down here to work and the bus trailed off.

Well seen another bus, it trailed off, we got off to the sideway and there was a car going there and he picked up what of us he could and they took us there, and the poor little girl we relieved had been there 16 hours.

I guess maybe two or three times I had to work 16 hours till our relief got there and it was, they stressed that.

When you think back on the time that you worked here at Y12, what kind of memories come to your mind?

Are you proud of what you did here?

What do you think when you think about the time you spent here?

I was very proud and I thought and I thought President Truman, I’ve been a republican all my life but I really admired President Truman and his courage.

And some people said, well do you regret that, the bomb and all that?

I said I hate that he killed innocent people, but if our troops had to take Japan, they would have been slaughtered, and a whole lot more hurt, so I’ve always thanked God that I had the ability to work and while the boys was fighting – I had several relatives overseas, in fact my husband stayed over there four years.

I don’t know I look back now and I just thank God I was able to do it.

Very good.

That’s excellent.

Anything else, Jennifer anything else you want to get on here?

Have you all thought of anything that you want to be sure she told.

You going to tell mom that you lost two or three wrist watches…..

Your wrist watches, let’s talk about that a little more.

Tell me about working with the telutrons or the race track, and that magnetism, did it ever do any damage to any of your watches or anything?

You could not have one.

It tore them up.

Tore what up?
Your wrist watches, and I know I had one that belonged to my mother that I was especially proud of.

But that damaged it and it never worked right.

They warned us though, about that.

Can you tell me how you learned what you were doing out here?

Well the days that the bomb was dropped they called us together and told us what we had done and that the bomb was dropped.

Now I’ve heard individuals say, “Oh I knew what was going on.”

They didn’t, and you’ll hear people even tell, “Well I knowed what was going on” and how we worked, about every other one or two or three everywhere was FBI agents and we didn’t know it, they just rubbed shoulders with us and worked and I reckon that was for their safety sake and for the company’s sake.

Someone told me, as long as you’ve been there you should be a boss, but said, “You know why you don’t make a boss?”

I said, “No.”

She said, “You don’t know how to handle people.”

And I said, “You’re right”, I didn’t because if the girl sits there and the thing started going on and off and they was, talking, I would say, “Hey, you going to ruin that, go run your machine.”

I just didn’t have no tact.

(inaudible) got too much.

[laughter]

That’s very good, we’ll use that, I bet you that will make the finals.

That’s good.

Let’s think a little bit about when you were working here and you didn’t know what was going on, you didn’t know what it was doing, but how did you feel about working somewhere where you didn’t know what you were doing, but you knew it was something for the war effort?

Well it made me feel like a soldier.

I felt like that I was individually involved and I knew it was very, very dangerous because they kept cautioning us about the electricity we was handling and all the safety standards, but I never dreamed it was that.

I had no idea of what, but it was essential.

Well in fact everybody that was here, I guess, that was a cubicle, I’ve talked to some of the workers and they’ve said they’ve never heard of it.

Well I got a certificate it has a big Manhattan Project thing in the middle, and it’s from the secretary of war, (inaudible), saying that I helped in world war II by my work here and I’ve got it framed hanging on my living room wall.

That’s great.

That is good.

And it is something to be very proud of because it was an important time in our nation’s history and in the world’s history.

Have you kept up at all with what’s going on out here in Oak Ridge and Y12 since you’ve left?
Since you left out here have you been aware?

Yes, I had a friend that was, he kept me up on part of it and then my cousin was one of the nurses here for awhile and then she went to Oak Ridge Hospital, but she was here at Y12 as a work nurse for the – I believe it’s in the engineering plant.

But through that, and I’ve seen all those activists, and I say, phooey, you ought to be in the army, let’s see what you’d object to.

But I don’t know, I follow the news and read where they tearing the buildings down, I knew that ours was going, they was using it for something else.

But I’ll always remember coming to work at Oak Ridge.

What do you feel about the Y12 plant and Oak Ridge now?

Are you proud of what we’re doing or concerns about what we’re doing?

I’m proud of what you’re doing and I think we have to look ahead.

You can’t sit down and stop.

And so well, that’s just it.

That’s good, thank you very much.

It’s still a dangerous place to live in and we do have to protect ourselves and this is one way.

Is there anything else that you’d like to get on tape that I’ve not asked you questions that you’d like to talk about?

No, just like you said it was a dangerous time we were living in and but it turned out good.

I think President Roosevelt, I think that would be the hardest thing, like it said, the secret city, and I think people even around here was very astonished at what was going on right in their backdoor you could say.

But that was one secret, when you see that sign when we’re going in, first thing you see are those three monkeys sitting up there on the wall and it would say, “loose lips sink ships” everywhere.

So you knew that it was important to be quiet and not talk about it?

Yes, they stressed that over and over.

And so they just like a pickle.

Well, what you doing?
Well I’m working, I talk to you, and you weren’t supposed to talk about it and I didn’t.

How did you learn about this job being available here?

Paper.

All the papers was full of it, apply for a job.

I had been up to Detroit, Michigan and I come home, I hated it there, that cold weather just really killed all ambition to head up there, but my father was working for Hudson Motor Company and you had to have a birth certificate and you were froze to your jobs.

So I worked for Park Davidson Company, at that time the biggest pharmaceutical company in the world.

For about three weeks and he said, “Let’s go home!” 

And I said, “Let’s!”

So that was in about March of ’43 and I hung around home and here come all those papers and I said I was going to have to have a job.

So I put in an application for Oak Ridge and I put an application for Fulton Taft and Company.

Oak Ridge called me one week and I went and interviewed, was going to school, I had been going to school two weeks when I got a call from Fulton’s, right there in Knoxville next door but I said well I’m going to stick where I’m at.

So I did and I very glad I did.

Anything that you’d like to get Gary.

What about the muddy everywhere, the big mud hole?

There wasn’t any sidewalks, there was a lot of mud here wasn’t there?
there certainly were.

I’m was telling you, my husband and I got married in December, I said if you looked at, could pull up my attendance, my absentee list or something, for my job, I don’t think I missed very many shifts in all those two years I worked here.

But he hated every minute of it, he was a guard and he was just coming out of the army and he said that he had done enough saluting to do him for life and he begged me to quit.

Before I quit though I was telling the children now, think disadvantage, you know got everything right up to date, well when we went to housekeeping, we went to housekeeping and (inaudible) one of them big old bullet trailers and it didn’t even have water.

You backed into there and there was a building right in the middle and that was the washhouse, the bathhouse, bathrooms, everything there.

And so I said if they had to do that now they would scream and holler.

But that wasn’t why we left, we left because he wanted to get out of the army.

Okay.

That’s good.

