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MR. JACKSON: …May 29, 1976, Jackson Johnson. Maybe a good place to start would be if you could tell us how you got here, when you got here?
MRS. COMBS: Well, I had been teaching in Elizabethton, Tennessee, math in high school there and I started to go down to Tellico Plains on vacation. When I drove through Johnson City, I thought I’d drive by the college. On the way, I picked up Dr. Mathes, who was my French teacher, and we went on up the college, and he said, “Have you heard about this Clinton Engineering Works?” I said, “No.” He said, “You’ve got to see Dr. Fields,” his bursar. He took me in there and whoever Dr. Fields had with him, he got rid of them and said, “Mafle, come in here.” He says, “Where you going to teach next year?” I said, “I don’t know.” He said, “Why?” I said, “Well, I’m on my way down to Cookeville. They want me to teach down there and they want me to come back to Elizabethton. I just haven’t made up my mind.” He said, “Have you signed a contract?” I said, “No.” He said, “How much do you make?” I said, “$910, $990 a year. $110 a month for nine months.” He said, “Well, I couldn’t offer you anything better than $2,100.” That was a fabulous salary to come to Oak Ridge on. $2,100 and the basic salary was like $10,000 I think at that time. He said, he wrote down, “Dr. Blankenship, 11111.” He said, “Get down to Knoxville, call that Dr. Blankenship at that number and tell him I sent you.” He grabbed it and wrote down his telephone number. He said, “If you want a reference, call me, and call me collect.” I came on down and he said, “It’s Clinton Engineering Works. I don’t know where in Knoxville it is, just get to Knoxville and call him and he’ll tell you where it is.”  
So I got to Knoxville and I called him and he said, “Well, now I am going out to select the site for the high school,” and he said, “I may not be back, but when you get to the gate, you get on one of those trailer buses and you get to the gate, you just wait there and when you do get me, you’ll come on, I’ll send a car for you.” And he did. I got there and he took me and showed me, looking out the window over to the AEC building at Jackson Square. He said, “It will look like it’s sitting on top of Jackson Square, right up on top of the hill there.” I didn’t have any, he didn’t have any application blanks or anything. So he reached over to call the colonel, and said, “Could I have one of your Army blanks?” You know when you’re drafted into the service, you have to fill out a blank. That’s the kind of application I put in there that’s in my folder now, I guess, because all he needed was my name and address and well, where I would be, where he could reach me. That was on the 2nd of August, 1943. That was either a Monday or a Tuesday. I believe it was a Monday, and then on the Thursday of that week, it was passed in Congress that there would be a school in Oak Ridge. On Friday, he went back to Johnson City and recruited teachers up there. Saturday, he called me and told me I had the job. As I understand I was the third person that was selected. I talked to him and he thought that was right. Charlie Karns was the first person hired. He’d be an interesting person. He’s down on the lake in Kingston. 
Well, that year the school opened, let’s see that was August the 2nd that the site was selected and we actually started teaching October 5th, as best I recall. And every week or so I would get a letter from him, “Don’t come this week, wait, we’ll plan to come next week. Don’t come, we’re not quite ready.” Well, when we did come it was the last of August. I believe it was the 28th of August, the 28th of September that I came and then on, we registered at Town Site because Elm Grove School wasn’t finished. There were three schools, Oak Ridge High School, Robertsville, it was an old building that was finished, and Elm Grove, and only the primary wing was finished. So we had, they hired four staff, one for Cedar Hill and Pine Valley. Cedar Hill worked at Robertsville and Pine Valley worked with us and there were 112 students, that I recall, and about that many teachers. No, there were about 25 teachers, I guess, teachers and principals and all. In one class room, we had 7th and 8th grade there. Ms. Lewis and I shared the same classroom. She had nine students and I had 16. Of that 16 was Charles and Thomas Normand. A number of, well, R.B. Simpson, have you talked with him.
MR. JACKSON: Yes. I did.

MRS. COMBS: He’s quite, he owns a lot of property. He’s doing quite well. Have you talked to Ronnie Horn who owns Samuels?

MR. JACKSON: No, I guess we haven’t.

MRS. COMBS: Ronnie Horn. Now he was in 6th grade about that time. He wasn’t in the first class, but he was here in the early days. 

MR. JOHNSON: But you had 16 in your first class?

MRS. COMBS: I had 16 in my first class. It was the largest class in the school. 

MR. JOHNSON: How long did it stay at 16? Did it get bigger pretty soon, or was it 16 for some time?

MRS. COMBS: Less than a week. [Laughter] In this classroom, the only furniture we had was one desk, one teacher’s desk, one teacher’s chair, and one student desk. I drew a little thing here. This was the way we arranged it. There’s the 8th grade. Here’s 7th grade.

MR. JACKSON: Oh. 

MRS. COMBS: There weren’t any chalkboards and we just had manila paper and we would take crayons and write on manila paper, and stick it up on the wall. That was the way they knew what to do. There weren’t any textbooks. We had to pull spelling out of our head and take things like Oak Ridge, Elm Grove, Tennessee, Nashville, boardwalks, mud, various things like that we’d use for spelling. We’d leave it up there and give them a chance to study it, and work with them on it. We’d have to make up our own math problems and everything like that to begin with. You know there was no curriculum. We had to work our curriculum it took us, that is our first one. I think it weighs about five pounds.
MR. JACKSON: It looks it. 

MRS. COMBS: The first time we had to send it to the state department, we sent two books like that equaling 10 pounds and we sent it air mail. It was a red letter day when the furniture came. So there was no workmen to do anything about the furniture. So I took the 8th grade boys and girls, the 7th grade and 8th grade boys out into the hall and Ms. Lewis took the girls and kept them in the class room and we unwrapped the chairs and brought them in first. Then we unwrapped the tables and had to assemble them. We worked from early morning to late in the afternoon. You should see us whenever somebody would have, one boy got four legs on a table [inaudible]. [Laughter] You know you wouldn’t get matching legs. They learned a lot that day and we had a time. The dust was so thick in the halls. It was worse than California smog I think. Then there were no Venetian blinds. You know all that side was glass and the sun beam in the afternoons. There was no water in the building except for, you know, one of these jugs you turn upside down and take a paper cup and get your water out of. No place to eat. You had to bring your lunch, or everybody went home. The children all went home for an hour for lunch. Sometimes you could go to a cafeteria, but normally, we’d just get us a sandwich and bring it with us. There were no textbooks and we really, when we got down to deciding what textbooks we had to use, everybody had ideas. In my opinion, well, anybody’s opinion, I think the faculties were handpicked and the students we had were just marvelous because only the people with top positions and the Army officers and all were eligible for a house. But then a little later on, you did get, the houses were called A, B, C, D, the E’s were apartments, and F, G’s. 

MR. COMBS: [Inaudible]. You’re not recording.

MRS. COMBS: Yeah. He’s recording.

MR. JACKSON: That’s okay.

MRS. COMBS: Oh, yeah. They said they read The Oak Ridgers and what they sold for. You want to look that one over? That’s a good one. I didn’t realize it had that. The A house just had two bedrooms and you could almost look at a house and not have any children, because you were eligible according to the size of the family. Then it got to where later the rich and the poor lived side by side because, depending on how many children they had. There was no priority as far as, well, everyone was treated alike. I’ve never seen as democratic a town as there was here. The school system was just marvelous to work with all those people who, no teacher had priority over any other teacher. Not because we hillbillies didn’t have any preference from someone from New York or California. In that first class I had, I had 16 students and I think, well, wait a minute. At one time, I had 24 students and I had 24 states represented. These students laughed about it. One of the twins said he was from Texas and the other said he was from New York. They claimed different states for their home. Then I had a brother and sister and one claimed North Carolina and the other claimed Tennessee. So I got, they said well, we’ll represent 24 states. I thought that was interesting.

MR. JACKSON: Did you have a lot of turnover? 

MRS. COMBS: Oh, yes. Now I was trying to think of… I’ll think of it later. We had from October until, the last of October, from the time school started, see, Pine Valley came in with us. There’s a month before they finished. When they finished building their building, then they moved out and they took about half the students out. Then we kept getting more students. They came and registered at Elm Grove. Then in February when Cedar Hill opened, they took about half of our class up there. Then here we come with more students, more students, more students, then they built Wheat, and they come and take the Wheat students out. You see, every time they would build a new school, we’d have to divide the students. We’d lose students and then we would get more. That was very interesting to see all that and meet all those people. 
MR. JOHNSON: The people you started to teach with in Elm Grove pretty much stayed the next year and the year after that, or did you have a lot of turnover in the staff?

MRS. COMBS: Some of them stayed and there was some turnover. I have pictures in there. Let’s see. The first principal stayed two years, Mr. Anthony, and we had, now at Elm Grove, we were supposed to have 500 students. They built the building for 500 students and before school was out, even though opening all these other schools, before school was out in about March, April I guess, they brought in seven portable buildings and put four in back of the building and three in front and put grades 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, in that again. Well, I guess they left the first grades in the building and put the extra grades out there. I taught in those buildings for a couple of years and they were just simply a portable building with a pot belly stove in the middle and we had to build our own fires and do our own sweeping, just like one of them country schools. The kids came and helped. And it wasn’t painted on the inside and one day the kids said, “Let’s paint.” We were seventh grade and we were figuring out how much it would cost to paint. It was a math problem. How much it cost to paint a building, or so forth, and the principle came in and he said, “Ok, if you get it figured out, let me know and I’ll buy you the paint.” So they got down to figuring it out and told him how much paint. They went up and told him. I didn’t know anything about it. I heard it, but didn’t pay that much attention. The next thing I knew in walks somebody with so many gallons of paint and some brushes. So I said, “Well, [inaudible].” We went down there on a Saturday morning at 8 o’clock and we had, oh, we had [inaudible] down there. I say 25 to 50 people down there. They said, “Well, what do you want me to do?” I said, “Well, rake the yard.” They raked the yard, cleaned the yard, they painted that house building on the inside. One boy, Bobby Hilton, was up here. He says the most embarrassing moment in his life is when he was up, see, they just had those joists, it wasn’t sealed. He was up there painting the ceiling and he was painting it light green. He got this brush and it hit my hair, and he said, “I’ve never had a red headed school teacher turned green headed before.” He hit me. I was down like this and he hit me in the back of the head and my glasses went off and broke them. He remembers that to this day and he’s just so… Well, that’s one story that he likes to remember. We got that building painted that day and that caught on and the other seventh and eighth grade teachers decided to paint their’s. They painted their buildings. Captain Shidenham [sp?]… 

Oh, by the way, I lived in a dormitory that the WACs lived in and I knew them. Captain Shidenham was the captain of the Women’s Army Corps and she was so much fun and so energetic and so intelligent. She and I would get in a car and she’d take some enlisted personnel and we’d go out here to the country where people had moved out of the houses and we’d dig up the flowers and bring them out to the dormitories and then she had some take them down to Elm Grove School. We set them out down around the school. We had the prettiest flowers in town. It was interesting living there with the WACs, too, because many interesting things happened. This is just one instance. Lieutenant Redinas [sp?] was with Intelligence and she, I guess it was during Christmas holidays, I was home. Here in the middle of the day, she comes bursting into my room, closed the door, and she says, “You are now sworn to secrecy.” She began pulling off her clothes. She reached in my wardrobe and began putting on my clothes. She said, “I want to borrow some clothes.” She said, “General Groves asked me was there anyone I could trust, any civilian that I could trust. I said Mafle Stratton.” She said, “I need these things,” and she pulled out a coat and two or three different things and mixed them up, not what I would wear matched up, mixed them up and she said, “Bring those things to my room and don’t let anyone see you bringing them.” Well I wadded them up and put on the coat and took them up there and she said, “Now help me get dressed and packed. I don’t want anything that has anything to do with the Army.” I helped her. She said she had so many minutes to get ready. We got her dressed in my clothes. My clothes packed in her bag. She put on her Army coat over it and she said, “Now, you put that coat on and we’ll go to your room.” You can look out the window and see if a car came. She said, “You go out there and whenever a car comes with two men in it and parks in a certain place, come back for me.” I went back for her. She changed coats right quick. She handed me her coat and took my coat, got in the car with them and left. In that time, she took my fingernail polish, she took, I was crocheting this afghan and she said, “Give me a lesson in crocheting real quick.” So I showed her how to crochet. She took my crocheting with her and what she was doing was, she went up and hired in. One time, she went up and hired in as a waitress for, where they were having some meeting and she was trying to catch on to what was happening, you know, intelligence. She would loaf in different hotels and pretend she was crocheting and she’d be listening to conversations. I think at one time, she must have had around ten secretaries. She’d go in, where she’d drive, she’d take a secretary with her and she would dictate as she would drive. She was some person. She was from Atlantic City. I had lots of letters from her.
MR. JACKSON: When she was listening to things like that, was that in Oak Ridge?

MRS. COMBS: No, she’d go other places. Washington, New York, various places like that and she, this was the Army. She was being sent different places to, what would you call it? Get classified information from other people who might be letting out, to help the Army out. Some of the students, going back to the teaching, I have to go back to that. Dr. Hershel King, who’s at Oak Ridge Hospital, he was in my class that first year. Dr. Nathan Wilson, I believe he was in Vivienne’s class the second year. He was in one of the early classes. Back to the dormitory when we were talking about the dormitory, the days and nights were almost alike. There was so much activity, you know working three shifts. The people who worked at the plants worked three shifts and they didn’t really realize when it was day and when it was night. Most of the teachers were living in another dormitory, but I was one of the few teachers living in Beaumont Hall. People who worked at the plant couldn’t talk about what they were doing, but they could come down to my room and I could talk about children because I always had something interesting that happened that day at school, but you couldn’t tell anybody’s last name. When we put out that little Elm Grove Cricket, the paper, I was the staff advisor for it. We had to send it over to the AEC building and have it checked to see if we were letting out any secrets. The teachers’ names could be last names, but no students’ last names could be put in, because if we did that would be a giveaway to the enemy maybe. The girls in the dormitory kind of congregated in my room because I was always having a report to type or even the school paper. Some would grade papers for me and some would help with crocheting that afghan. 

Then I had a car and not many people in the area had cars. I sometimes would go to the Park Hotel in Clinton to eat and I always had someone to go with me. These girls that lived in the dormitory, they were all young and fun to be with. They did anything for excitement, whether it was a childish trick or not. One girl would always have to check the fire hose. She would come in, I don’t care what shift she came up off of, and there was always someone asleep, and she would get it, run stick it under the door, and squirt. [Laughter] One would say, well, they would be laying in my room when they would come off shift, and they would say, “Well, I’ve got to go to bed, but I better empty the trashcans before I go.” They’d go to the top of the steps and roll the trashcans down the steps, childish tricks, but you know, someone would say, “Well, so and so has gotten home from work.” [Laughter] Can you just see the fun? Well. it was better to laugh everything off and have a good time. One group of girls liked to tease the desk clerk because she was a little bit curious about everything that we did and she was a little motherly like, so one cold snowy night, they decided to, said, “Let’s just get her curiosity up.” So they all put on bathing suits. Here came one down the steps, felt her key at the desk, walked out the door, came in the back door, went in took a shower, came back out, stayed about 10 or 15 minutes, came back in the front door, went back upstairs. I guess there were about a dozen girls that did that just to tease her. Can you just see the fun and the foolishness they had? [Laughter] Is this the kind of thing you want to know about?
MR. JACKSON: It’s fine. Absolutely.

MRS. COMBS: Well, it nearly drove her mad, you know. She never did find what it was all about, and nobody would tell her. The recreation hall was another thing that was interesting.

MR. JOHNSON: Before we leave the dormitories, did you stay in the dormitories over the summer, or did you have to leave when you weren’t teaching.

MRS. COMBS: See that’s the reason I got the job at Miller’s, in order to stay. 

MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. COMBS: I had to take a job to stay here in the summer. Of course, they offered a course up at the high school at night. It was on statistics. Well, they wanted to get all these people at the plant who worked in statistics together to more or less train them how to work the… Well, I didn’t know it. One girl said, “Come go with me. You get college credit for it. You get credit for it.” I had a car and we’d go together. So I got in the car and went up there. Of course I was majoring in math, and I took this course in statistics and I was, what do you call it when people do checks on you? What do you call it? 

MR. JOHNSON: Evaluations? 

MRS. COMBS: Well, they went back home and asked people, traced my history back to see who I was, to see if I was a spy and all. What do you call that? I can’t think of the word that’s used. 

MR. JOHNSON: [inaudible].

MRS. COMBS: Well anyway, you get the idea, but I was really investigated.

MR. JACKSON: They investigated you, why?

MRS. COMBS: Because I took that course in statistics.

MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. COMBS: Another course, we’d go up there and take, they had night courses. We took a lot of night courses just for the heck of it. One night course, there was one in Russian. They had a person to teach it and people who were taking that course, went up there and there was a sign on the door. It said, “No more classes, your teacher was a spy,” or something like that. [Laughter] It wasn’t that many words, but it was a similar thing, you know. “No more classes”. I don’t know if I’m telling things out of school or not, but anyway… In the dormitory, people didn’t have too much to do. They had the rec hall. The rec hall was up here where [inaudible] is in Jackson Square. The Tavern was right across from Samuel’s, where Ronnie Horn’s business is. Now I started to tell you a while ago, when we registered, the elementary people couldn’t get into Elm Grove School. They didn’t have a floor down. So while they were finishing up there, we registered up. The kindergarten through the 4th grade registered in the rec hall. They called it the W-R-E-C-K, that’s the recreation hall and the rest of us registered 5th, 6th, 7th and 8th, in the Tavern. That crazy gang of girls, they were so talented and everything. You never heard so much fun. They had singing there in the tavern in the town. [Inaudible] somebody walked in there to register. But they wanted some kind of recreation for the people when they weren’t on the job. They opened the rec hall at night and there weren’t enough records or anything, or you couldn’t get the right music over the radio or anything. So they had a piano and they wanted somebody to play. The people who played had sheet music to go along. So Gladys Jones, Gladys Carringer, she was then, she married a guy, Jones, played by ear. So she worked at AEC in the day, and at night they paid her a big salary of $5 a night to go up there and play piano. So she’d go up there and play and anybody mention any song, she’d just say, “How’s it go?” And they’d start off and she’d pick it up and go from there. There would be groups singing. There would be groups dancing. Shoot, if they wanted to dance, they’d ask for something. She’d play for them. She and I were pretty good friends and I would go with her a lot of times, but on Saturday nights, they danced until 12 o’clock. Then you had to get out of there. The floor was swept and the chairs were put up. Some church services began there at 6 or 7 in the morning. It always seemed funny to me, in the same place having church as a dance hall. 
But we did have the Chapel on the Hill. Has anybody talked to you about that? All the weddings and everything they had? Oh, at the Chapel on the Hill, it’s nondenominational, and doors were seldom closed. There were so many weddings that now you can’t, I don’t believe, you have to have very special permission to get married there, unless you’re a member of that church now, but back then everybody wanted to be married at Chapel on the Hill. I don’t know the statistics of it, but there was a record of just how much, how many weddings were there. Of course, the Catholics had their mass first thing, and then this church would come in and have their’s, and different denominations as they started to branch off into denominations. Then the Baptists went up to the high school and Dr. Rule was the administrator there. The Methodists went over to the theater and Dr. Lundy, Robert Lundy, was the minister there. He was young and he had just married about that time. The cafeteria was a central place too. They bring their tables around like that and line up and sit down and talk, talk, talk about everything. They hashed out all the problems down there too. 

Talking about the cafeterias, there were lines sometimes. You would stand in line for hours to get something to eat. I know one time or numbers of times, I have seen the line, you know where the Central Cafeteria was? There on Central Avenue, go all the way down to the Turnpike in double line.

MR. JACKSON: Gee. 

MRS. COMBS: I know one morning there the first year, I went in there, I was about, well I guess most of the plant people had gone, but a lot of other people still were coming and people from the plant were coming to eat. They were changing tapes. You know they would give you a ticket to go in and punch it and then your page would come out. I had to wait until they put a new tape in and the manager said, “Well, how many tapes have you used this morning?” and they said, “Three.” There’s a thousand on each tape. So, 3,000 breakfasts had been served while I was there that morning. You know, that was the first time that I had any inkling of how many people… if we had any numbers about anything, we weren’t supposed to tell it. A year later, we went to UT [University of Tennessee] and found out how many teachers were here. We didn’t know. We were at ETA, and they announced there, and we had no idea. We teachers didn’t know how many there had been. I was talking to a friend not long ago and she said that she stood in line one morning at that cafeteria to get in, and when she got there, she said all she wanted for breakfast was a cup of coffee. So she got her cup of coffee and as she got ready to sit down, somebody knocked her elbow and spilled her coffee on her. She didn’t have time to go back and stand in line again. She had to go to work with the same clothes and everything, without any breakfast. 
MR. JOHNSON: Was the food worth waiting for? How was the food, pretty good at the cafeteria?

MRS. COMBS: I thought it was good. After you eat there for five years, and I ate there for five years, it wasn’t good, but I could have visitors come and visit and say it was delicious, you know. You didn’t like it, did you, when you came?

MR. COMBS: I’d rather starve to death. 

MRS. COMBS: [Laughter] I guess that food is one thing that caused us to get married. [Laughter] 
MR. JOHNSON: I’ve heard of people getting married to get out of the dorms.

MRS. COMBS: Get out of the dorms. There were lines everywhere. Cigarette lines, lines for bobby pins, lines for sheets, lines for hose, and lines for food, butter, everything. I had sugar rations. So I would take, I had friends all over the area. So sometimes I would take my sugar stamps and go buy some sugar. Somebody would say, “Got any sugar?” They’d take the stamps, and make a cake, make two cakes or more out of it and bring me a cake. I always got a cake for it. I’d take it to the dormitory and we’d have a feast. Then if I had meat, meat stamps. I’d take the meat stamps and go and buy meat. I’d call up one of my friends and say, “Hey, I’ve got a half dozen pork chops.” They’d say, “Come on out. We’ll have pork chops and gravy,” or something like that. So I’d go out there and we’d have a big dinner, you know, celebrate kind of.

MR. JACKSON: These are people in the houses?

MRS. COMBS: People in the houses. If you went to somebody’s house, you never went in with your shoes on because they were always so muddy. You kicked them off. Speaking of muddy, this reminds me of this poem. It’s like today, it’s a rainy day. This is one poem that’s written by one of my students. “Raining, raining, always raining. Never a sunny day. It rains all day. It rains all night, but still we’re happy and gay. Mud is thick and tempers quick, but what can we do? We’re not complaining about all the rain. We’ll see it through.” Tempers quick, it could be just pouring down in the morning and it would be dust in the afternoon. It was the chemicals they put on it to keep it that way. I’m reminded of one story that somebody was out watering, when it was dusty, they would water the streets. Somebody was watering the streets while it was pouring down rain, one man walked up to them and said, “My goodness,” well he used stronger words than that, says, “What in the devil are you doing?” “Watering the streets. Can’t you see it’s raining?” “Yes, but I’ve not got my eight hours in yet.” [Laughter] Another one, somebody was working, two were working together and one man says, “I’ll tell you what. I’m tired. I’m going to quit this job. I haven’t done a thing. Been here three weeks and I haven’t done one thing. I’m going to quit and go back home.” The other says, “You can’t quit because I’m your helper.” [Laughter]  I have an uncle who was a conductor, you know, on a train. He was always asking me what they were doing over here. Mr. [inaudible], and he said, “What are they doing over there? It’s all coming in and nothing coming out.” He said, “We haul big loads in everyday and nothings coming out.” So I answered, “I don’t know.” 
MR. JACKSON: You didn’t have any idea what was…?

MRS. COMBS: No, I had no idea, and I didn’t want to know because many people had ideas and they were checked more closely. I wanted to live a freer life. The day that the bomb was dropped I was working at Miller’s and I told you about it before, at the cosmetic department. The [inaudible] representative was there and he was decorating our windows for us. Some of the girls, younger girls went out to eat and the came back and they came in, “Oh, they’ve dropped the bomb in Japan and began telling all about it. I said, “Don’t pay any attention to her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” [Laughter] It was true though. You’ve never seen so much excitement. I just didn’t believe. I didn’t believe it, but the ladies at home had heard it on the radio and had called their husbands at the plants and that’s how some of them got, found out what had happened. Where were you when the bomb was dropped?

MR. COMBS: We’d just had our evening meal, in Calcutta, India, there at the Army recreation hall. I was sitting there and I heard it on the radio. It says, and now the story of Oak Ridge can be told.” I remember that very definitely. 

MRS. COMBS: You had a brother in Oak Ridge at that time. 

MR. COMBS: Yeah.

MRS. COMBS: Bill became a very popular person, right there. They were all wanting to know all about it. Oh, living in the dormitory, now people though, I know different people, see I’d taught in Tennessee 12 years before I came here and they would think those teachers over there are getting such a fabulous salary, we deserve every cent we got. I mean deserved it. We worked hard for it. wading in the mud, going through all we went through, no food, no comfort, and when you get sick in the dormitory, unless you had a very close friend, you had it rough and you didn’t have any close friends, normally. You had to develop those and it took some time. You can’t develop them in one or two days, or a month or two months, sometimes. I know one time, I guess it was maybe Thanksgiving I was there. I know it was a cold rainy day. I was feeling pretty energetic and pretty happy. I knew there was a lot of flu. I knew a lot of people were sick. I went to the desk and I said, “I’m going to go to the store.” I had my car. I could go and not get wet, not as much as those people who had to walk through the mud. I said, “Who are some of the people that are sick and I’ll see if they need anything.” So she gave me a list of dormitory numbers and I went knocking on everybody’s door. “I’m going to the store; can I get anything for you? I’m going to the store; can I get anything for you?” I knocked on Blanche Gibbs door and she was one of the sickest persons you ever seen. I got food for her and she and I became best of friends and it was in her home that we were married. So we still are good friends. She and I worked at the blood mobile here, you know that comes to town. We were always doing things together. 
MR. JACKSON: Was there any kind of system for that? That is when people got sick…

MRS. COMBS: None. None.

MR. JACKSON: …they couldn’t get to the cafeteria I suppose. So there was just no way to work it out.

MRS. COMBS: What they would do, I had taught, as I’ve said before, many of my friends lived not too far from here, and students too, former students. They would come and say, “Mafle, I got a job today, but I don’t have a place to stay.” I said, “Well, come over and stay with me. I had a twin size bed and I have slept on a twin size bed. Now here’s Billie, she’s a short person and I was the long person like this and slept diagonal and the other person, we’d put a chair up down here, and put a person in the chair and they’d sleep down there. Three in a bed because I knew those people. They needed the money. It was the first job they ever got in their life, and if they got a job at a good salary, they were put on the list for a bed whenever they could get one. You know, they were building dormitories as fast as they could build them, and as soon as the dormitory was built, they would fill it up with those that were on the list to get a room. I kept as many as two people at a time. I usually had company in my room. We had fun. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you go to Knoxville or Clinton very much?

MRS. COMBS: Yeah, you see, here we got a little extra gas. Everybody working in Oak Ridge got a little extra gas and they couldn’t reach out and say those who lived in a dormitory couldn’t have any more than those who lived someplace else. So of course, I didn’t have the money to buy the gas all the time. Some of my friends would buy the gas and go to Knoxville shopping occasionally. But we could ride a bus. Here’s another thing about the teachers.  There were free buses that went to Knoxville, but the buses would be for Tennessee Eastman, or different companies. They would take their people. So we were told, of course, I was brought up to never tell a lie, but they’d say, “You teachers, whenever you get ready to go, when you get on the bus, you just say, when they ask where you work, just say Tennessee Eastman. You could work for DuPont, Manhattan Project. You could work for anyone you want to, AEC, you could be a secretary. You could be anything you want to when you get on that bus. Just tell them anything you want to tell them.” That’s the way teachers got their transportation. There was free buses here for a long time, but then there wasn’t any transportation in the area. There isn’t now in the area. Even now, senior citizens who can’t have cars are supplemented, like in Knoxville they supplement them, but here they are supplemented, but giving them taxi tickets and you pay so much for a book of tickets. You get it at a reduced price; this is for senior citizens who can’t drive a car. It’s supplemented just like buses in other cities.
MR. JACKSON: When you went over to Knoxville, did you feel welcomed? 

MRS. COMBS: Oh, I grew up in Tellico Plains, so Knoxville is my home.

MR. JACKSON: Oh, I see.

MRS. COMBS: I’ve always done my shopping in Knoxville, and when I went to UT, we were just some of the happiest people in the world at UT because they never did consider it, the professors never did consider us as Oak Ridgers as much as they did Tennesseans. We got along just fine. The professors really appreciated Oak Ridge too, because we had such a conglomeration of ideas here, and then to go over there and take courses. We had been fighting it out during the year here and going over there. It really enriched the education program over there. They were aware of it. I felt very comfortable, didn’t you, Bill? But now there were some who didn’t feel too comfortable.

MR. COMBS: You had, among the classes over there, a lot of people who liked to be critical, you know.

MRS. COMBS: Of Oak Ridge? You did. Some of the students over there were critical, but the professors usually defended Oak Ridge. They saw it in a different light, I think.

MR. COMBS: The class I was in, [inaudible] but you just take [inaudible]. The class I was in, there was two of us, Jim Thomas who is now superintendent of Bristol and I was in there. So some of the Knoxville teachers, high school and elementary were very critical. I remember Dr. Galloway. I don’t know if you know him or not. He’s not there now. He’s of the older… but he stood there and he really liked Oak Ridge and what it was doing for UT classes. People were very critical of some of the Knoxville teachers. So he turned around [inaudible] and said, “Oak Ridge gets a lot of criticism because of federal aid, but those people have a hard time over there because they have gone through a lot of rough stuff.” He said, “After all,” he said, “even here in Knoxville, you can receive state aid. What’s the difference whether you get federal aid or state aid?” So he, I always thought a lot of Dr. Galloway because he saw everything like it was. so you asked how we were treated. 

MR. JACKSON: Yeah.

MR. COMBS: We were criticized because…
MR. JOHNSON: Because you were making more money, or…? 

MR. COMBS: Because well, frankly, it was just a little bit of jealousy from Knoxville teachers of Oak Ridge teachers. 

MRS. COMBS: I could see, well, now I was here, around here at the same time in Norris. If you remember when Norris Dam was built, the people in Clinton, more or less, thought of the people who came to build the dam as intruders. Well, I think that Oak Ridge people felt, thought that way by some people. Not all, not the people who use their heads, but there are always people… Here’s… Badges, everybody had to wear badges and here’s a little rhyme somebody wrote, says, “Here’s a story about our city. It’s as true as true can be. Help us sing our little ditty. We’re hillbillies, yes, siree. We’ve got badges with our faces looking like an old has been. We’ve got lots of open faces, wish they would not fence us in.” I said to somebody the other day, what, when you were fenced in, how did you feel about being fenced in. Somebody said, “Well, I was tickled to death I was fenced in because we never had any unexpected company.” [Laughter] Because you always had to let them know you were coming so you could get them a pass. Another one said, “Well, I always felt comfortable because it was fenced in because I felt that I was safer.” I guess I did too. I grew up on a farm and we never locked our doors and in the dormitories I never locked my door unless I was going, well, there wasn’t a need to lock the doors during the day because the maid would come right in, unlocking them, and keep them open all day to clean. You know she would go down and dust one, and come along and dust another. Go along and do this, and do this, and do this. One would change linen. One would vacuum, doing whatever they did. There wasn’t much need because it was open anyway. At night, I locked my doors.

MR. JACKSON: Fences didn’t bother you. You didn’t feel enclosed or…?

MRS. COMBS: It didn’t bother me. It was fun in a way, whenever you went out. Some people would go out and they would, a girl and boy going out to Gatlinburg, Knoxville, or some place. They would change badges. They would look at you so quick sometimes. They never did make a difference sometimes. The badges didn’t look like you anyway. [Laughter] They had a lot of fun. We did anything for a laugh and we did it. 

MR. JACKSON: How did you feel when they opened the gates? That was ’49.

MRS. COMBS: Oh, that was a big hullabaloo that day. They had a lot of celebrities here. Who were some of them [inaudible], the Body [Marie McDonald]… I’ve forgotten.

MR. COMBS: Seemed like Rod Cameron was here.

MRS. COMBS: Rod Cameron, I’ve forgotten a lot of celebrities. Well, it’s all right. 
MR. JACKSON: Do you think it was a good thing?

MRS. COMBS: It should have been opened because it was a little inconvenient to get passes. Now we would have been married at Chapel on the Hill, but he has a family. There were 10 children in the family. I had four. By the time, see, I lived in a dormitory, and by the time we got all those people passes, and got them in here, can you see how much bother it would be? So it was the simplest thing to go to our friend’s home and get married. So I guess… oh, I was thinking of one girl, about standing in line for things. You’d stand in line and buy a pair of shoes whether they fit or not. Go out the next day, the sun would be shining as bright as anything and the next day they’d be muddy and you’d have to take them to the sink and wash them.  You washed your shoes inside and out, just like you would your clothes. And you kept several pairs of shoes because of the mud. 

MR. JACKSON: Things change much when the war ended? 

MRS. COMBS: I don’t think so. Not too much. Well, it was a long time before they sold the homes. Then after they sold the homes and the people began changing their homes, that made some difference, you know. That was in 1956…

MR. JOHNSON: ’56. 

MRS. COMBS: …that the homes were sold because we didn’t live in a home. We could not have a house because we did not have any children. We had to live in an apartment, one bedroom, because we didn’t have any children. The two bedrooms were reserved for the people who had children. Here’s about lines. Here’s another one. This is by Vivienne Mackenzie, “Before the war, back in ’39, everything was going fine. There was plenty of gas and tires, and plenty of kerosene for our fires. Now it’s points for this, stamps for that. Save all your tins and all your fats. No chewing gum or Hershey bars, but we gladly give it up, give it all up for our stripes and stars.” Everybody was very patriotic and the night that the peace was signed. Well, I guess it was the night after the bomb was dropped, we found out that day, that night, from Central Avenue and all that up in there was roped off and you could hardly walk for all the people. Not only on the streets. You didn’t know the streets from the yards, you know. It was just jammed. Everybody came to town. It was just jammed pack. Newspapers sold for a dollar a paper and they ran out. I never did get one because they went so fast.
MR. JOHNSON: Everybody was celebrating, were they?

MRS. COMBS: Yeah. One thing I remember that was very unique. There was a dormitory there and at the end of the dormitories were steps going up. The gang in that dormitory went in and we had to have washboards. There weren’t such things as a washing machine. You had to wash by hand then, and you had these scrub boards. They went in a got those scrub boards and got pots and pans. They got everything and lined up out there on top of that and combs and they blew through and would sing patriotic songs and beat it out on those artificial band, just having fun. Everybody was hugging everybody’s neck, whether they knew them or not. People were crying and people left out of here by the thousands. They just began moving out the next day. Just left. We’ve done our job. It’s over.

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, ok. 

MRS. COMBS: We’ve done our job. We’ve saved the United States. It was a very emotional and great thing. Turn that off. I’m tired of talking.

MR. JACKSON: Ok. 

[End of interview]
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