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MR. JOHNSON: Mr. and Mrs. Waldo Cohn, 102 Plymouth Circle, Oak Ridge, Tennessee, Charles Johnson and Charles Jackson, UTK [University of Tennessee, Knoxville] History Department, May 1, 1976. 

[Break in Audio]

MR. JOHNSON: You came to Oak Ridge in ’43.

MR. COHN: September 30, ’43. 

MR. JOHNSON: From Chicago, or…

MR. COHN: Well, let’s give a thumbnail history. I was born in San Francisco and spent the first 29 years of my life either in San Francisco, or Oakdale, Berkeley, Alameda, went to Berkeley High, graduated, did my masters and Ph.D. work there. I did three and a half years post-doc at Harvard, Harvard Med. Then I joined the project which meant going to Chicago first for six months and then down here and I’ve been here ever since. So that’s 29 plus three and a half, plus a half, plus 32 or so here. So I’m really a San Franciscan and she’s a native Manhattan, not just New York, but Manhattan.

MR. JOHNSON: She came from a very big city down here. 

MR. COHN: We met in Boston, were married in Chicago when I joined that six months [project], and then came down here. 

MR. JACKSON: Now you came here in what capacity?

MR. COHN: I was, I’m a biochemist and I had done my Ph.D. work with radioactive isotopes on Lawrence’s cyclotron, which in 1937, ’38 was a rarity, among the first people in the states to use radioactive isotopes as tracers and since you know what the projects all about, I mean this project, not the gaseous diffusion or electromagnetic, but what was the Clinton Labs and now ORNL [Oak Ridge National Laboratory] had to do with the fission process which would create lots of radioactive materials. Since I was an expert in their handling and since they wanted to know how they would behave biologically, they sought me out. At that time, it was still being run by the office of Scientific Research and Development, the old OSRD, which James Brian Conant was the head. So James Brian Conant of Harvard University received a letter from James Brian Conant of the OSRD asking whether Harvard could spare me for this project. That’s the literal truth. [Laughter]
MRS. COHN: Two hats, you know.

MR. JACKSON: When you joined this project…?

MR. COHN: How much did I know about it?

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. COHN: They knew that I had to know something because I was over age for the draft and furthermore, well, a lot of this took place by phone calls from my old colleagues at Berkeley and whatnot, setting this up. They, you know, sort of hedged around that it would be something in line with my expertise and that I would find it very exciting, so forth and so on. So anyway, there were enough hints dropped to make me interested and then there was a direct, if you like, pressure, or encouragement from the highest levels of Harvard where I was and I was on a war project event there, it had started after I had gotten there, investigating shock, surgical shock, traumatic shock, since I was in and around the medical school. So I agreed to go for an interview at least, and in the interview they encouraged me a little bit more. So I decided, “Okay,” and after I said, “Okay,” and signed on, then they gave me the whole works. And at the scientific level, this is something that you may not appreciate, and many people don’t. At the scientific level, the first thing that happened when you joined on was you were told the whole story. That fission had been shown to be feasible, that the whole idea was to make enough U-235 from gaseous diffusion, or electromagnetic processes, or convert into plutonium by the fission process, to make a bomb, or make bombs. Then all the technical details that were known at that time are the ones that had to be worked out. 
MRS. COHN: Yeah, but ORNL…

MR. COHN: That’s the first thing that happened. The millions of first things that happened to all the people I heard,  because I built up ultimately a group of 20 in my end of things, which was essentially to separate the fission products out and investigate their biological dangers. What people now call the hazards of the waste products. They talk nowadays like it’s a brand new subject, but that’s what I was hired to do in ’43.  We know a hell of a lot about it. 

MR. JACKSON: Mrs. Cohn, what did you know?

MRS. COHN: I knew nothing. I’m not a scientist and it was very easy for me not to know. I didn’t even know the proper questions to ask, you know. At that time, I was a newlywed. I had given up a professional life in New York. Went to Chicago when he joined the project, and after a few months, he said we’re going to go down to Site X in Tennessee. I remember…

MR. JACKSON: What did you think?

MRS. COHN: I remember my mother’s reaction. She was in New York, and she said it’s impossible. No one lives down there. It was that attitude. I had never lived any place.

MR. COHN: It’s like going off to the darkest Africa.

MRS. COHN: It really was. It was a traumatic shock, but I was of the opinion that this is what I had to do. I was going with my husband. I was delighted to be able to be with him during the war. This to me was uppermost. In other words, he was not sent off to Europe and I was left here. So I was very willing to come. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you move right into a house when you came? 

MR. COHN: Well…

MRS. COHN: A period of two weeks…

MR. COHN: There were a series of things. The first place, at my level, I would be assigned a house, particularly since I was married and had one child and another on the way. But they were still building houses at the time I was to get here. See, I started out at Chicago and the idea was that each of us would build up a parallel organization. Then one of those would come here and one would stay there. So the first thing I had to do was get somebody who would be my opposite number at Chicago since I elected to take the great leap into the wilds of Tennessee. Under each one there was little… Anyway, the date for my coming down here was set not whether there was a house, but what was going on down here, whether they were still building the reactor. So anyway, all they could say was there would be someplace for you to live. It would probably be a dormitory until your house gets ready. So I came down in the car with my cello and hand baggage, left her, sent her back to New York until a house would be ready. So I spent the first two weeks in a dorm and then one of the people I hired, left and had two children already, who got a house before I did, and he said we can squeeze our children into one bedroom and my wife and I will have the other and you with your one and half, can if you like “camp” in the other bedroom. Well, everything was young and vigorous, you know. 
MRS. COHN: We literally camped.

MR. COHN: This was a war project.

MRS. COHN: There were three beds in the bedroom.

MR. COHN: You have to realize there was a great deal of adventure in this whole business. I said, “Sure.” So I phoned her in New York and said, “Come on down. We’re going to have a bedroom in somebody else’s house for a while, until our house is finished.” So we spent how long with the Lances?

MRS. COHN: Two or three weeks.

MR. COHN: That was another two or three weeks that way, camping out, so to speak. 

MRS. COHN: Then we saw our B house finished and it was on Marion Road. 

MR. COHN: Yeah. A two bedroom house, since we had only one at that time. The other was still on the way. So then we moved into the B house. We were there for about a year or two and then we moved to…

MRS. COHN: A C house.

MR. COHN: Around the corner more or less, which is one more bedroom. Then after the war, into this in 1950, or so. So we’ve lived in cemesto houses almost from the beginning, except for the first two weeks I was in the dorm. 

MR. JACKSON: Who were your friends? 

MR. COHN: Well, I’m a professional scientist and like anybody who was in an intellectual profession your first friends are the people you work with, or your colleagues, wherever they may be. So right now, I’ve got people that I would call friends in every major city of the globe, practically, on a personal level.
MRS. COHN: He means in Oak Ridge. 

MR. COHN: So, in Oak Ridge, the same thing happened. We were intensely concerned with this and there was a lot of interaction, you know, because it was a whole new world to explore. There was one aspect or another of the scientific aspects of the plutonium project. So those were, I would say, the first friends and the second way you make friends is through any activities outside of your work. In my case, it’s music. As I say I met Mrs. Howard, within three or four weeks of coming here. Then Herb Pomerance, and the Silvermans. Then somebody would apply for a job, or we would learn about somebody and they happened to say [inaudible] outside activities he’d play something. Well, he went right to the top of my list anyway. So some people were hired because of that particular interest. So friends were made because of work interests and because of interest in hobbies. Then a lot of people made friends of course by neighbors. But both of us coming from big cities, we didn’t do that so easily.

MRS. COHN: In fact, I didn’t. In fact, I have a very funny story to tell about that because you know in New York, you live in an apartment, and you can live in the same apartment for ten years and I never knew who lived next door. I think things have changed now, but in those days that was so. So I was not used to contacting my neighbors. I was pregnant in early ’44, this was.

MR. COHN: You delivered mid ’44. 

MRS. COHN: When I delivered, I was in the hospital and his mother came from California to take care of our older boy, and she came to the hospital and she said to me, “Oh, you have such wonderful neighbors. Such a lovely woman.” I looked at her and said, “You’re only here for a week and I’ve been here for four months,” or something like that. I mean, I’ve seen her, I’ve smiled at her at the grocery store, but I don’t, I have no contact with her.

MR. COHN: But that’s the difference you see, between having lived in a house because I was always brought up in a single house. 

MRS. COHN: So she came and that broke the ice for me. Because then when I came back from the hospital, I did go over to my neighbor. I thanked her very much for being so very nice to my mother-in-law and that kind of thing. So this kind of broke the ice. I still find it not easy to just meet my neighbors. My friends to this day are not my neighbors, they are usually the wives of his colleagues or people that I have met on my own through my activities. 

MR. JACKSON: One of the reasons that I ask that was we’re kind of interested to try to understand whether Oak Ridge was a community, or a collection of small communities. 

MRS. COHN: I would say off hand that it was a collection of small communities because there is a large segment of the population in ’43 that we absolutely had no contact with. We were very, very close, the scientific group that came down from Chicago. Most of them were from Chicago, some from California. We became very friendly, rather intimate. 

MR. COHN: But that was within each project. You know about the fact that there were three. 

MRS. COHN: Yeah. Three projects. 

MR. COHN: We didn’t know people from K-25 or Y-12, except for one, Clarence Larson, who I happened to know in Berkeley who worked in the other place, so we happened to see each other, but it was built around each individual project. 

MRS. COHN: Most of us being here, we were one of the oldest couples here. He was 33 and I was going to be 30, at that time, and we were really the mature element of the community. 

MR. COHN: The only older people beside myself were the directors of the Lab. 

MRS. COHN: Also, all of us were here without our families. Most of us had young children, either on the way or just born. So there were these elements that bound us together. 

MR. COHN: I would say the whole scientific group at Clinton Labs, now ORNL, was probably between 33, ourselves, and say, 21, just out of school, more or less. 

MRS. COHN: It was a very exciting period. 

MR. COHN: Very narrow group, but all very vigorous and all very excited about what we were doing, very energetic. My God, the things we did that make me tired to think about them. 

MRS. COHN: Yeah, it was a very stimulating, exciting period and these people were…

MR. COHN: Oh, we loved it.

MRS. COHN: …wonderful, very bright, alive, energetic. 

MR. JACKSON: And youthful. That struck you at that time.

MRS. COHN: Oh, my mother came to visit. She couldn’t get over the fact that you go to a play or to a concert and she’d be the only gray head in the entire place. 

MR. COHN: All our friends would come around and sit around her feet like she’d be the Grand Dame, you know. [Laughter] Because we all came without our families. So we’ve created what still exists to this day, what we call extended families. We go horizontally rather than vertically.

MRS. COHN: I would like to go back to your original question whether this was a group of communities, or one big community. This became evident to me in the early days when both Waldo and myself were very active in politics, all the time. We would work at the polls. In those days, we had hand written ballots. I remember staying up, you know, overnight and I had a feeling that I knew everybody in Oak Ridge, but when they came to vote, I realized that I didn’t know anybody in Oak Ridge. There were so many people. 

MR. COHN: We were all living in our little communities.

MRS. COHN:  Everybody was living in their own little communities. When they came to vote, they’d say, “Oh, we’ve been here since ’43,” and this was already in ’44, ’45. I had never laid eyes on them. So there was this sense. 

MR. COHN: And it still persists because…

MRS. COHN:  It still persists.

MR. COHN: …if you go down the list of the ’43 club, as you have, there will be people there that have been here as long as we have that we still don’t know. Even though there are so few of us now. But it’s not a community in the ordinary sense of the word. It’s these professional communities and activity communities, like working at the polls, the school teachers. They had their own little community. The businesses have theirs and still have it. A lot of the business men revolve around the Chamber of Commerce. Well, it was true then. People revolved around their own church groups, even though there weren’t any churches here when they came, but as soon as they could, they started a sign up. Movie theaters, school rooms and what not. Every sect broke off to itself and those communities started. 
MR. JACKSON: When you say, indicated that both of you were interested in politics, was that Anderson County politics, or national.

MRS. COHN:  This was Oak Ridge.

MR. JACKSON: Oak Ridge itself. Do you know, do you recall could Oak Ridgers vote?

MRS. COHN:  Excuse me, no, no, no. Excuse me, when I ‘m talking about that I’m talking about national elections. I mean we did vote in state elections, that kind of thing.

MR. JOHNSON: One of things we were wondering about, say in the election of ’44, the Roosevelt, Dewey, did you vote here in Oak Ridge, or at Clinton, or did you vote absentee, or…?

MR. COHN: ’44 was Roosevelt’s last election. I don’t think we got to vote then.

MRS. COHN:  I don’t remember. That I really don’t remember.

MR. COHN: I remember working at the polls at Truman’s election of ’48.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, ’48. 

MR. COHN: Working until 4, 5, 6 o’clock in the morning.

MRS. COHN:  Yeah, we voted.

MR. COHN: We voted with paper ballots, but we were interested not very much in local politics in the early days. More in national politics and even international. Eventually we became interested in county politics. 

MRS. COHN:  Yeah.

MR. COHN: Actually, it was one of the people working for me who broke the Vandergrift machine here in the Democratic Party in Anderson County. We were at that meeting. So we were interested in getting into county politics. There really wasn’t any Oak Ridge politics until much later because we were an administered town, even though I did serve on the advisory town council from ’51 to ’55. It was a powerless, just an advisory council to the appointed city manager. 

MR. JACKSON: Well, I was just going to pursue that a little bit more. We haven’t checked this out and need to go do that, but we were sort of curious about the political relationship between Oak Ridge and Anderson County. If Oak Ridgers had to vote, or were able to vote in Anderson County elections and did that, it could have made a substantial difference in the structure of the Anderson County political organization. 

MRS. COHN:  I think it did. 

MR. COHN: Well, it certainly did starting from, when was Bernie Strailer [sp?] here? It must have been ’52 at the time we broke the Vandergrift machine, because old Vandergrift over there use to appoint the Democratic Executive Committee and used to run the thing out of his vest pocket. It was Bernie Strailer who was the spear head and we were all behind him, that insisted there be an elected democratic executive, an executive committee of the Democratic Party. So it took a good number of years. 

MRS. COHN:  Also, of course…

MR. COHN: We were pretty much aloof from it for a long time because we were all concerned with our own little ball of wax. Don’t forget that the town had a fence around it until ‘49. The town as well as work. So we were really isolated and insulated and didn’t much care. 
MRS. COHN:  I guess I’m confusing with the activities later on. In the early days, I guess we didn’t.

MR. COHN: One thing did concern us and that was the liquor elections. That was a county wide proposition and I don’t know which side loaded the ballot box the most. I never knew that the wets did, but I wouldn’t be surprised.

MR. JACKSON: When was that?

MRS. COHN:  Now see, I don’t remember the dates.

MR. COHN: I can’t remember the dates because I know one time in early, early on before we really got voting machines and serious voting, the wets won out. Then the next time it came up, two years later, the dry’s won out. I can’t remember how far back that goes. Herb Pomerance is the kind of guy who might remember that.

MRS. COHN:  Yeah, Herb would remember that, the dates of that. I will say one thing that the wives were not at all unhappy when the men took their monthly trips. He used to go to Chicago and he would always come back with liquor, you see at that time. 

MR. COHN: You asked about leaving the area and what she said brings it to mind, even though we were here and working here and what not, some of us got to travel a great deal. The headquarters after all, for my project was Chicago. The K-25 people, New York. The Y-12 people, Berkeley. You know that.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. 

MR. COHN: And being at the level that I was, section leader and what not, every month I would go up to Chicago for section leaders’ meetings because Chicago had, of course, it’s part of the project there. There were a few other places like Ames, Iowa, that were a part of the general plutonium project. So we’d all meet there for two and a half days, once a month. Of course, in those days you didn’t fly. What we did was go out here, just over the old Edgemoor Bridge. There is a new one now, and the train would be notified on the way to the flag stop. We’d be out there standing in the corn field waving a hand. The Engineer would stop and pick us up and take us to Chicago three days later, once a month. 
MR. JOHNSON: To work on the most sophisticated project…

MRS. COHN:  That’s right.

MR. JOHNSON: …[inaudible] going on, you stand in a corn field to catch a train.

MR. COHN: Yeah. And they let us off the same way. 

MRS. COHN:  And the wives would sit there waiting for the men to get home. 

MR. COHN: The wives would meet us because usually, we came back with very heavy suitcases. [Laughter] We all brought briefcases of an oversized kind, took them up empty and brought them back full. So we were our own bootleggers essentially. And the same is true if we had to go to New York for something, which didn’t happen very often with our project, or Washington. So there was a fair amount of travel of that kind, but I would say that you and I and our family didn’t really travel, even for vacation, off the area until maybe as late as ’46. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you go into Knoxville, Clinton, often?

MRS. COHN:  No.

MR. COHN: Not often. It was quite a drive. Don’t forget we had gas rationing.

MRS. COHN:  And the road, it took almost three quarters of an hour to get to Knoxville at that time. 

MR. COHN: Everybody was making do in a sense. We weren’t, you know, like an artic explorer, but we were still making do. Meat was rationed, somebody found out that the butcher over here at Oakdale, or whatnot…

MRS. COHN:  Not Oakdale, Harriman.

MR. COHN: Or Harriman, you could get meat there. So a whole car load of wives might take off with a week’s supply of gas and a week’s supply of ration stamps to try to collect. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you feel when you went, say, to Knoxville, or out, that you were welcomed? 

MRS. COHN:  No.

MR. JOHNSON: Or were people suspicious of you as Oak Ridgers? Did you have any sense at all? 

MR. COHN: My feeling is that Knoxville was a big enough place so we were sort of lost in it, but we had a definite feeling that Clinton viewed us as, if you like, damn Yankees, or outsiders, yeah. 

MRS. COHN:  I felt that in Knoxville for a long time. It was something…

MR. COHN: Of course, we had our turn, had a real snob attitude about Knoxville and Clinton.

MR. JACKSON: I was going to ask you about that. 

MR. COHN: We had all read Guther’s Inside U.S.A., and you know what he said about Knoxville, well, with that kind of prejudice that had been instilled into us by our parents and we took that one right away, you see. 

MRS. COHN:  I had no interest in going. Knoxville was nothing in those days.

MR. COHN: It certainly is true that Knoxville then is nothing like Knoxville now.
MRS. COHN:  Knoxville was the most ugly, uninteresting town, at least the part that we saw, and there was no reason really to go. We had our movies here.

MR. COHN: Yeah. Now I did have contacts there with music because I started playing with the Knoxville Symphony Orchestra, as soon as it started after the war, which was ’45, but I must have had contacts before that because old Bertha Clarke who founded the Knoxville Symphony way back in the ‘20’s and her husband came out to our first concert in November ’44. So I must have met the musical people there that early on. And several people from Knoxville used to come out and help us out in the first two years of the orchestra. So there was some contact. I remember I had to get passes for them to get in because you couldn’t get in without a pass from some resident. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you ever go to Norris or Gatlinburg? 

MR. COHN: We knew people who did. We didn’t because travel…

MRS. COHN:  No, we did. I remember the first time we went to Gatlinburg. The boys were very small.
MR. COHN: Yeah, but Donny wasn’t born until the middle of ’44.

MRS. COHN:  Yeah, so it must have been ’45, ’46, that we went to Gatlinburg. Not before then.

MR. COHN: Again, getting back to the housing business. Some people were housed as far away as Gatlinburg and the fellow whose house I stayed, Hank Lance, came down weeks before me and for a little while he had to live in Gatlinburg and commute. So we were aware that Gatlinburg was there, but we didn’t get there very often. This was wild enough for us. [Laughter] All big city people…

MRS. COHN:  I remember going to Norris. There was a tea room there and we use to go there for, at that time, they served a very nice dinner. So once in a while we would go to Norris, but we did not leave the reservation usually, or often. As I say, the women would go to Harriman to pick up some extra meat or something of that sort.
MR. COHN: Gas rationing wasn’t off until after ’45. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.
MR. COHN: We thought very hard. We didn’t commute to work, but the buses were ridden on. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have the feeling when you came down here, I mean, granted that it was the hinterland, or darkest Tennessee, the idea of coming south, did that say anything to you in terms of race relations or anything else? What did you think?

MR. COHN: The worst.

MRS. COHN:  The worst.  In New York, I was very active. When I say very active, I mean as a student, being interested in these subjects, I would think of the South as being very backward, as far as race relations were concerned, that we were very much ahead of them in that respect. 

MR. JOHNSON: So you were coming down to something really pretty different.

MRS. COHN:  Oh, yes.

MR. COHN: We came down with a load of Northern prejudice, if you like. And this to us was the Deep South. Of course we’ve learned, we learned a lot after we got here and since then about boarder states and the history of East Tennessee versus Middle…

MRS. COHN:  It’s been a very interesting education.
MR. COHN: But at that time, we were content to believe the worst. 

MR. JACKSON: How were race relations? Was there enough visibility of that to…?

MRS. COHN:  There was very little visibility as far as that’s concerned. There were not too many Blacks here. The ones that were here were living in the hutments…
MR. JACKSON: Scarboro.
MRS. COHN:  …which was a disgrace. I mean a real disgrace. I remember being very disturbed and I hated to think about it or talk about it. I felt from the very beginning that the Army, and then followed by the AEC, just missed the boat when it came to doing anything as far as what I would have liked to have seen as far as race relations. When they set up the separate village, Gamble Valley, Scarboro.

MR. JOHNSON: Scarboro.
MRS. COHN:  Now, it used to be Gamble Valley. That was where they lived in the hutments. I felt that they missed a golden opportunity of integrating a community, which I would have liked to have seen.

MR. COHN: We weren’t too aware during the war years. We were aware they were out there.

MRS. COHN:  Yeah, we were aware of that, but their excuse was that we were fighting a war. This was during the war this came up. The Army said we were here to fight a war and not to solve social problems. So we just had to except that. 

MR. COHN: Then the AEC came along and that’s really made matters worse because it created the Gamble Valley community out of bricks and mortar and what not, and then when the time of the sale came up, these people had a chance to buy the houses, so now there is an economic investment in staying there. So the whole thing is a perpetuation of what we consider social errors.

MRS. COHN:  You can’t go backwards.

MR. COHN: They have a history.

MR. JACKSON: The hutment area, I don’t know if you’d recall this, but somebody mentioned it and we haven’t run across it, was there, was it fenced?

MRS. COHN:  There was a wooden fence…

MR. JACKSON: All the way around?

MRS. COHN:  …around these little hutments. These hutments had no windows. If I remember, they just had wood boards across.

MR. JOHNSON: Wooden shutters?

MRS. COHN:  Shutters, that’s right.

MR. COHN: They were six sided things. 

MRS. COHN:  It was a disgrace. 

MR. COHN: They looked exactly like big Army tents, except they were made of wood.

MR. JACKSON: But the area was fenced off.

MR. COHN: And there were six beds.

MR. JACKSON: I didn’t realize that.

MRS. COHN:  It was a disgrace. I hate to think about it. 

MR. COHN: But you see, you can’t forget that there weren’t any indigenous Blacks here. Every Black, like any white came here because there was a job, but it’s also true they only came in the menial jobs, which was the pattern, of course, at the time, filled in by the Army’s idea of the general social mores of the place. 
MRS. COHN:  The first two or three years we did not have even any…

MR. COHN: A domestic.

MRS. COHN:  …domestic help. That came in a little bit later.

MR. COHN: No one was around that didn’t have a job here, or some reason for being here. So even when the head of the project came down, Arthur Compton, from Chicago, and took a house here during the war, his wife and he had to scrub their own floors and what not. 
MRS. COHN:  Wax the floors.

MR. COHN: A lot of us would get together and help them. There was really an egalitarian atmosphere.

MRS. COHN:  From that point of view, it was very, very remarkable and exciting. It was very democratic.

MR. COHN: Egalitarian.

MRS. COHN:  Egalitarian is a better word. Everybody, there was no keeping up with the Jones’, which occurred, is occurring now in Oak Ridge, becoming the more normal type city. In those days it was just, that didn’t exist. 

MR. JACKSON: No sense of social distinction…

MRS. COHN:  That’s right.

MR. JACKSON: …say, between cemesto homes and flattops and trailers.

MRS. COHN:  Yeah, I think there was.

MR. COHN: There were different communities, going back to the definition of communities that lived within each one. I say all the scientific and technical people…

MRS. COHN:  All had homes.

MR. COHN: …got cemesto houses. The people that lived in the hutments were just laborers, if you like and those who had the flattops were craftsmen and whatnot, or school teachers, or something like that. Military officers, of course, got houses like this.

In fact, this is an officer’s house. 

MR. COHN: The first person who lived here was an officer in the Army.

MRS. COHN:  They got the best houses.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the feeling that that was…

MRS. COHN:  Oh yeah. We had the feeling that the officers had got the best houses, even if they didn’t have the proper number of children. 

MR. COHN: Yeah, it’s hard to say how much effort the scientists devoted to fighting the Army as they devoted to fighting the facts of nature. Because the Army, of course, is based on discipline, mission and whatnot. We were exploring this great new world, and whatnot. I still have some of the memos I wrote to some of my Army superiors. They should have been written on the best paper. [Laughter]

MR. JACKSON: I was trying to think. Who was it that made the comment, who was asked what Groves’ contribution to the project was? It was a scientist. I don’t remember. He said, well, he thought he only retarded it two or three years. [Laughter]
MR. COHN: Yeah, I think as we got older we got a little more sympathetic to it, but that doesn’t mean we helped matters. No, he was an Army man. He didn’t understand what was going on. 

MRS. COHN:  He wasn’t a scientist.

MR. COHN: I remember at one of these meetings in Chicago when we were all together that he came and came to pay us a visit. We didn’t see him very often at the working level, but he came to this one. I remember him giving an address to us. I remember word for word what he said. He said, “If you don’t make this thing work, my ass is in a sling.” [Laughter] That’s the way Groves talked. He couldn’t make it work. He didn’t know beans about it. But he had the authority of being a brigadier general and whatnot, unlimited command of money, facilities. We were told to set up a lab here, here’s a catalogue, you know, one of these big scientific instrument catalogues, just put down what you want. Everything was at high priority, but all we had to do was say we wanted it and we got it. We had number one priority. So establishment of things like that, I would say, was what he could do, and what did in that way helped us. 

MRS. COHN:  I think there is a point that you mentioned to me yesterday, which you might bring out and that is talking about social set up in the town. The scientists felt that the whole thing existed because of them. So they really did feel, I think, superior, if you can use such terms. Wouldn’t you say that? 

MR. COHN: Yeah, sure. Groves said so. “If you don’t make this thing work, my ass is in a sling.” [Laughter] I was there. 

MRS. COHN:  So that everybody, and there were these differences then. 

MR. COHN: There was another kind of difference that came up. For example, Los Alamos needed something that we could make in the reactor here. The question was what was the best way to make it? The last thing a scientist wants to do is to jump into a process without having investigated all the other ways. so, this Charlie Coryell had one idea, George Boyd had another one, the engineers said, “Well, we know we can do it this way,” but Boyd and Coryell say, “Look, just give us a couple more days, another week or two and we’ll find out if we can’t do it a better way,” you know. So we would fight with each other, we would fight with the Army and say, “Look, we got to get this thing going.” We’d fight with the engineers. We’d say, “Look, we can’t go on these ifs, ands and buts. We’ve got to put things down in concrete and steel and [inaudible]”.

MR. JOHNSON: [Inaudible] design. 

MR. COHN: So there was a tremendous amount of friction I would say. All because of haste, and because a scientist thinks of what is the best way, or what are all the alternatives? An engineer wants to nail things down in concrete and the Army wants to fight a war. 

MR. JACKSON: How visible was the Army in the community?

MR. JOHNSON: Were you aware that there were a lot of troops around?

MRS. COHN:  Yeah.

MR. COHN: On a social level?

MRS. COHN:  Well, we didn’t mix with them on a social level. Although, this is interesting. I had no trouble during the early days of getting babysitters because these soldier boys and WAC’s [Women’s Army Corps]. We had a few WAC’s loved to come to someone’s home. 

MR. COHN: These weren’t the officers now. 

MRS. COHN:  No, these were the…

MR. COHN: The SED especially. The Special Engineer Detachment.

MRS. COHN:  To get out of the barracks and there is nothing to do at night. So they would love to come up and babysit. They’d have the fireplace going. They come in and say, “Oh, a home! How wonderful!” 
MR. COHN: And, “Please, could I take a bath?” [Laughter] All they had were showers.

MRS. COHN:  Waldo, you spoiled my story. 

MR. COHN: Oh, I’m sorry, dear. 

MRS. COHN:  There was this young man who was a sailor, had been a sailor. He was assigned here and the first time he came up, we showed him around the house and he looked at the tub and he stared, and he said, “After the kids are asleep, can I take a bath.” He said, “I haven’t had a bath in years and I’m dying to get in the tub.” So I had no trouble getting babysitters.

MR. JACKSON: That’s interesting. That’s really interesting.

MR. COHN: Of course, this one I happened to meet because he played the bassoon in the orchestra.

MRS. COHN:  They could practice at my house because we had a piano. So they were able to practice with a wind instrument, a piano, or something like that. 

MR. JOHNSON: That’s one of the things Herb Pomerance complained about to me, the difficulty in the dormitory of not being able to practice. 

MRS. COHN:  That’s why they came up. 

MR. JACKSON: In the normal operation of the community, ongoing life of the community, your contact would be with the Army or Roane Anderson?

MRS. COHN:  Roane Anderson.

MR. JACKSON: Roane Anderson. Was Roane Anderson running the town, or was the Army running the town? What would you say?

MRS. COHN:  Roane Anderson was running the, no, the Army I think ran the town, but Roane Anderson managed the housing. That which affected us on a day by day level. They did the painting, they came in. If the plumbing was wrong, you called up and they would send someone to fix the plumbing. If the, every two or three years, they would come in with buckets and say, “What color do you want? Green or yellow?” There were two or three color choices, gray, green, I think, and a yellow. They would paint the house.

MR. COHN: The Army set policy, but they contracted to Roane Anderson to run the town. Now what do you mean by running the town? Running the houses, or…?
MR. JACKSON: I guess this is what I meant, I was going after. It’s our impression that the Army probably made a concerted effort to keep a sort of low profile and not to intervene actively in the lives…

MR. COHN: Oh yeah. They realized all this built in resentment between the technical staff on which they were dependent and themselves. They did keep a low profile. I think that the first city manager, who sat down at the old Town Hall there, was a man of uniform, I believe.

MR. JOHNSON: Captain Baxter, probably. 

MR. COHN: What?

MR. JOHNSON: Captain Baxter.

MR. COHN: Yeah, and I know the man in charge of Recreation and Welfare was a Captain Taylor because I had direct dealing with him when I was building up the orchestra for his first concert in 1944. 

MRS. COHN:  Tell him the funny story about Taylor.

MR. COHN: Well, this goes back to what’s in the book, and I’ll make it very short, but the orchestra started from the fact that a few of us met, like Mr. Howard and myself, and it’s not enough to make an orchestra, but all we wanted to do was play quartets anyway. We’d had enough of orchestras, until finally we got another two people and we had a quartet, then other people started to come around and we started to play string orchestras and we got bigger. We got too big to go in our living room. So we got a school room. Then people were so spread out and most of them were not routine to the chamber music we were playing, they said, “Somebody has to conduct, and since you’re the organizer, you have to be the conductor.” So first thing though, we had a string orchestra, and other people heard about it and said, “I use to play the oboe in college.” “I played the clarinet.” “I’m a trumpeter.” “Can we make an orchestra out of this?” So we gave a string orchestra concert and then we started to add these people. Then we realized we needed lots of things. We needed music stands. We needed orchestra music. [Inaudible] goes around with orchestra music in his pocket. Guys that play kettle drums don’t bring them with them to a war project, and so forth and so on. 
MRS. COHN:  A double bass player…

MR. COHN: So I made up a whole list of these things and we had this Recreation and Welfare Association which is a story in itself. Captain Taylor was in charge of it.  So I went down there and said we have a chance to form an orchestra in this town, but we’ll have to have this, this, this, this, and this. He said, “How much will it cost?” Well, I figured, I knew about the second hand place in Chicago where I went every month and I had some idea. I said, “About $800.” He said, “That’s easy,” and he started writing down things I said. He said, “How do you spell ‘oboe’?” [Laughter] As I say, here was a man, I remember very distinctly because he was in uniform and he was a captain, so they did run, what you would call the municipal side of things directly, but the maintenance of the houses, the streets and all that was done through Roane Anderson, which was all civilian.
MR. JOHNSON: Maybe you get to a key position and you find an officer.
MR. COHN: Yeah. But you see, there is a difference between these two things, between running the town as a political entity, and running the houses as a social problem.
MRS. COHN:  You might mention how they got the money for the Recreation and Welfare.

MR. COHN: The Recreation and Welfare Association was really a form of socialism that we still miss, that I still miss. They ran the beer halls and they ran the movie theaters, and all the profits went into the Recreation and Welfare. So there was money for any reasonable…

MRS. COHN:  There was money to set up the Playhouse.

MR. COHN: …cultural activity, musical activity, or baseball, all that sort of thing.

MR. JACKSON: Would you say that the recreational and cultural possibilities in Oak Ridge were adequate? That is…
MR. COHN: They were great. To give you an idea, they even ran a concert series and the very first one was Nathan Milstein, which is a name like Jascha Heifetz. I mean that’s the kind of people they brought in with this beer hall and movie theater money. 

MRS. COHN:  They tried to appease us.

MR. COHN: Of course, they charged money for it, but still the number of people here that would attend that only made more than a quarter of the fee. 

MR. JACKSON: The, to stay with the Army just a second, and security. Did you have any sense that you were being watched?

MR. COHN: No, and if we had any instinct, we were young enough and the devil may care enough, and had a sense of our importance enough to have given a damn. 
MRS. COHN:  No, I don’t think we were. I never had…

MR. COHN: I think you can compare our spirit to the young campus rebels of five or ten years ago. Not the violent ones, no, but the ones that are protesting and raised hell and go up to the dean’s door and all that. We weren’t afraid of anybody. We even went out of our way, people like Charlie Coryell, to provoke fights I think. When they started to charge money for the buses immediately after the war, to go to work out at Clinton, a lot of us refused to pay. We just got on and sat there. I mean that sort of attitude. The Army didn’t scare us one bit, and if they watched us, we weren’t aware of it. If they had been, we would have laughed at it. Of course, a lot of times we did converse at home, scientist to scientist on things at work, but we had all kinds of codes that we would use. You may have heard of 49. 

MR. JACKSON: No, what’s that?

MR. COHN: Forty-nine is plutonium.

MR. JACKSON: Oh, okay.

MR. COHN: And it comes from the last two numbers of its number which is 94, and it’s mass which is 239. So this way we could identify every one of the uranium, plutonium and other transuranic elements by this kind of silly code, which, of course, might have been broken by anyone who thought about it for a few minutes. We could talk to each other using all kinds of euphemisms. So we did talk once in a while and then hear from other people about things that were supposed to be kept secret, but we always did it in such a way that only those in the know would know what we were talking about. 

MR. JACKSON: Did the existence of the gates and fence bother you?

MR. COHN: No, we liked it. 

MR. JACKSON: That’s what I was wondering. Why did you like it? 

MR. COHN: Well, you tell him why you liked it. It’s about the town.

MRS. COHN:  Yeah, I have to think. I guess it gave us a feeling of security. We didn’t have much contact with the surrounding area. There were no peddlers at your door, no knocking.

MR. COHN: We didn’t lock door for years.

MRS. COHN:  We never locked doors. It’s only in the last five years in Oak Ridge that I lock my door and I lock my car. So these are the penalties of normalcy, but in the early days, we just never did. 

MR. JOHNSON: Was it worth it? I mean, giving up the security to have the openness. 

MR. COHN: In ’49, when they wanted to take down the fences, there was a big protest because we were going to lose that nice security we had.
MRS. COHN:  No, there was something, very, very satisfying.

MR. COHN: As people said, “Now, my mother-in-law can visit any time she wants.” [Laughter] But…
MRS. COHN:  You could have your friends who came through Oak Ridge, and your parents would come down to visit. It was easy to get passes for these people.

MR. COHN: Oh yeah. Your parents came from New York, and mine from California.

MR. JOHNSON: The need to get passes and stuff though did it give you a sort of special standing. You know you were in something very, very different and important.

MRS. COHN:  I mean, it was a war. It gave you a feeling of importance. I don’t know whether that’s the proper word.

MR. COHN: This business of excitement and interest and what not, has a little negative side to it because being in on the project, we also knew because we were told that the Germans started this years before. So we always lived with the idea that maybe they’re ahead of us. We didn’t know until after the war that they weren’t, and that maybe one of these days they’ll demonstrate it either here or elsewhere. So we had a worry hanging over our heads as well as the rest of it.

MR. JOHNSON: Were you here in Oak Ridge when you heard of the bombing of Hiroshima?

MRS. COHN:  Oh yeah.

MR. COHN: Oh yeah. That hit the press all over the world. 

MR. JOHNSON: Oh yeah, but I was just wondering if you happened to be in town that day, or if you were out of…?

MR. COHN: Oh no. We happened to be in town that day and the news came over the radio and immediately it was a plant-wide holiday. 

MRS. COHN:  It was fantastic.

MR. COHN: We all took off. We drove around the town, randomly around town.

MRS. COHN:  Open cars screaming words.

MR. COHN: Uranium! Plutonium! All these words that we kept down here for all these years.

MRS. COHN:  237! [Laughter]

MR. COHN: We were like a bunch of school kids. It was really, really funny. I remember we had a chemistry section group leaders meeting up at Warren Johnson’s that night…

MRS. COHN:  That’s right.

MR. COHN: …and we got drunk, good Lord. The wives this time could come along and we could tell them about it. 

MRS. COHN:  We were all going, “Now we know what this is all about,” you know. What a relief!

MR. COHN: The concept of, the moral concepts and what not didn’t hit us until later, although actually, it had been thought about earlier. Do you know about the Szilard petition?

MR. JACKSON: No.

MR. JOHNSON: I’ve interviewed Herb Pomerance. He mentioned it, but go ahead. 

MR. COHN: Well, [Leo] Szilard who was always ahead of everybody in this business, going back to promote the Einstein letter and all that, had thought about this, he and [Eugene] Rabinowitz and they started this petition among senior people in the project, which they hoped would go to the President.
MR. JACKSON: Now in the project, you mean here, or in the Manhattan District as a whole?

MR. COHN: Country-wide, including Los Alamos, which was a separate project and where ever else, what other outposts there were, but chiefly Los Alamos and here, that a bomb, should it be feasible, or when it was feasible, not be dropped on an inhabited area, but at the most should be dropped on an uninhabited area with knowledge ahead of time so that the Japanese, I think the Germans were out of it by then, would be able to see it and surrender graceful, but it not be used on a human population. Now this was a highly classified subject and the idea of passing something like this around in writing was contrary to the security rule. But Szilard initiated it and it went hand to hand down certain strata of the administration and the top scientists. I happened to be at the bottom level of the top scientist, so I got to sign the thing. It did get quite a number of signatures, and it did go through lab management, eventually it got as far as Secretary [of War, Henry] Stimson, and I believe the knowledge of it got to Truman, but all the other factors that weighed into the equation you know about, and they are all written down. So at least at one time we were aware of the moral consequences, but at this particular moment when the thing was dropped…
MRS. COHN:  It just exploded.

MR. COHN: It was just euphoria that we were out from under this business of not being able to talk. 

MR. JOHNSON: And it worked. It all added up.

MR. COHN: Well, yeah. I don’t think we were really concerned about if the bomb worked or not, what it did, we were just concerned about now we could talk about what we were doing and communicate with the outside world about it because we were real pleased. I mean, we had hundreds of papers ready to write. We couldn’t break any of them lose. 

MR. JACKSON: You talked about being aware that the Germans were working on this and maybe they might do something. Were there any evacuation plans over here? 

MR. COHN: I never heard of one. Never heard of one. 

MR. JOHNSON: There was no fear that you were going to be bombed here at Oak Ridge.

MR. COHN: No, we were aware of the fact that each of the three installations were set up so that only two could be in a straight line from anywhere and each one was in a different valley and all that. This was obvious bombing-run-protection by the Army. So that, we didn’t think about a nuclear bomb being dropped on us, no. We were aware there was a war going on, but as I say, we were young and enthusiastic. We were a hell of a lot removed from the fighting front.

MR. JACKSON: Was Oak Ridge home, or was Oak Ridge a place you were going to stop for a time and then go home, go back?

MR. COHN: The concept was that this was a war project and it would all fold up and go home after the war was over.

MR. JOHNSON: Even with all the houses and all the building that had gone on and everything.

MR. COHN: That was the idea. Of course in ’45, particularly in ’46 I’d say, at least half of Oak Ridge National Lab went other places. A lot of them went to Brookhaven. A lot of them went all kinds of places, back to universities or whatever. Our best friend, Charlie Coryell went to MIT in ’46, as a professor and stayed there the rest of his life, but he was one of the most active and interested, and had one of the most interesting parts of this, of our end of it to deal with, mainly the identification of all the fission product chains. This was a great new world to explore. Not everybody had a direct input into a bomb. I mean for example the separation and toxicology of the fission products hardly contributes directly. It’s more a realization by the top management that there is a potential public health hazard, or worker health hazard at least here. So, in that sense it’s very indirect. Out of my work, very directly came the whole radio isotope production program. I wrote the first catalogue and devised the shipping methods and what not, which I thought because that was something I learned earlier and I knew how important carbon-14 and phosphorus-32 and all those things could lead to biomedical research and everything else. So, my work eased over into that. As a matter of fact, I have the patent on the preparation of radioactive phosphorus in the reactor. It’s still used. So, there was a great deal of work done which was off to one side so to speak. 
MR. JOHNSON: Not immediately related to…

MR. COHN: Not uniquely related. Charlie Coryell finding out where all the fission products went because each one decays into this, this, and this. Each one had its own half-life, its own beta-gamma radiation spectrum. Unraveling all this is a tremendous chore, but very exciting because out of that came the preparation of the first visible amounts of element-61 which is a hole in the periodic table. Charlie got to name that. Promethium now appears in the periodic table. So, I mean things like this, you see, were the things that really excited us the most. The fact that we were going to make a bomb out of all this, well, that’s fine too. 

MRS. COHN:  To go back to your question, most of us felt we were here on a temporary assignment and for years I did not accept really the fact that this was home. My children started to laugh at me because whenever we would travel anyplace, people would say, “Where are you from?” I would say, “Oh, I’m from New York. I’m temporarily living in Tennessee.” My children started to laugh after five, 10 years. When they were older, they would say, “But Mom, you’re living in Tennessee, this is your home.” 

MR. COHN: Don would say, “I was born there.” 

MRS. COHN:  He’d say, “I’m proud to be a hillbilly. I was born in Tennessee.” It took me at least 10 or 12 years of living here to finally on one of my trips abroad to say to somebody, “Oh, I’m from Tennessee.” I had to really overcome a great barrier. 
MR. JOHNSON: Think of yourself as a Tennessean… 

MRS. COHN:  That’s right. 

MR. JOHNSON: …or to think of yourself as an Oak Ridger, maybe. That’s a little bit different.

MRS. COHN:  No, I would say Tennessee, and then I would wait for the next question, “Where in Tennessee? You’re not really a Tennessean. You don’t sound like a Tennessean.” So, then I would say, “I’m from Oak Ridge,” and then, “Originally from New York.” But it was reversed. It took a long time.

MR. JACKSON: All right. On the business of the bomb, did wives speculate about what was happening?

MRS. COHN:  We speculated, but most of us really, there might have been one or two wives who knew something, but we really didn’t. I didn’t know. Now perhaps one or two who had scientific training might have…

MR. COHN: Might have surmised.

MRS. COHN:  …surmised or asked the proper questions to draw their own conclusions. So this was a tremendous, we knew this was something very important concerning the war and we were, you know, there were guesses. Nobody was really sure, at least amongst my friends. 

MR. COHN: The real secrets, of course, are technological and there are millions of those. At the time, the whole existence, the whole idea was supposed to be kept secret. I believe that almost everybody cooperated. 

MRS. COHN:  Now there is I’m sure…

MR. COHN: Excuse me for interrupting, I know there are some knowledgeable people on the outside and friends of ours could guess at it. Once or twice, even on my trips to Chicago, I would be confronted with it, but I would just neither confirm or deny, and try to avoid any flicker of an eyelash that would give a clue whether they were right or wrong. When someone would say at a social gathering, “Well, they are working on uranium, on fission,” I would just sit there blank, you know, and just not contribute to this. This happened because among the other things I did when I went back to Chicago was to play music with some of my old friends who were not necessarily active with the project at all. On these occasions you could run into this because the idea of uranium undergoing fission had been in the Sunday supplement so to speak when it was discovered back in the mid-‘30’s, in Germany by [Otto] Hanh, [Lise] Meitner and [Fritz] Strassmann. 
MR. JACKSON: You started to say something about, along those lines.

MRS. COHN:  What I was going to say when you interrupted, Waldo, was after the war was over, the scientists became very active and organized, actually formed an organization to bring the message to the world that there is no secret connected with this. Correct?

MR. COHN: Yeah. At each of the major projects, here, Los Alamos, Chicago, what was called the Argonne Lab, I believe New York, there sprung up in late ’45 and early ’46, these associations of engineers and scientists. For example, ours was called the Association of Oak Ridge Engineers and Scientists. Los Alamos had one and so on. They coalesced around one idea and worked very hard at it. I’ll tell you how they worked at it, but the idea was that they all subscribed to the following dogma: one, there is no secret; two, there is no defense; and three, the only solution is international control. We all subscribed to this. Ninety-five percent of the technical people at that Lab here. We made this association, we contributed dues to it. We kept two people on a rotating basis, a week at a time, off the payroll, but on our payroll, so to speak in Washington to lobby to advise the UN [United Nations] which, where [Bernard] Baruch was carrying the message. For a whole year this lasted and eventually this coalesced into an international organization called the Federation of Atomic Scientists, which then later became the Federation of American Scientists which still exists. It’s broadened this whole horizon, but this we did. I would say for the better part of year, practically a whole scientific staff was doing nothing but politicking.

MRS. COHN:  He was in Washington.

MR. COHN: I went to New York, for example. I appeared on national radio with people like Raymond Graham Swing, and what not, who was a big personality. 

MRS. COHN:  Norman Cousins...

MR. COHN: Norman Cousins...

MRS. COHN:  …was very active at that time.

MR. COHN:..was active and we were in daily contact and personal contact with people like that, trying to spread this message, lobbying for defeat of the May-Johnson bill and the passage of the McMahon bill so there would be civilian control of atomic energy. 
MRS. COHN:  The women have actually organized an…

MR. COHN: Writing position papers for Bernard Baruch. I had a hand in one of those, and lecturing any place that would listen to us, going on radio. There was no television in those days.

MR. JACKSON: You said women organized…

MRS. COHN:  Women also organized in town. We were called Women for World Government. So there was obviously a real concern on our parts. 

MR. JACKSON: The Army was unconcerned about this? You didn’t…

MR. COHN: The Army was more or less out. During this euphoric period right after the dropping of Hiroshima that I spoke of, there was a memorandum that came down…

[End of Interview]
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