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MR. JOHNSON: Interview with Mr. R.B. Simpson, Oak Ridge, March 25, 1976, Charles Johnson, Charles Jackson, History Department, University of Tennessee, Knoxville. 
MR. JACKSON: Maybe the place to start is could you tell us how you came to Oak Ridge?

MR. SIMPSON: I had two uncles that were here from the very beginning. They were engineers and they were with Stone and Webster, who graded the streets…

MR. JOHNSON: A lot of the construction.

MR. SIMPSON: My father was with the Internal Revenue Service in Kentucky. So we came down to visit and after going through the procedure to get in here, why we liked it and we went straight  back home and he had to get permission to change jobs, which he did and he came back and worked for Roane Anderson. 

MR. JACKSON: You were at what age at that time?

MR. SIMPSON: I was 11 or 12. I was sitting here trying to figure that out a while ago. I was in the seventh grade. 

MR. JACKSON: And this was in ’43?

MR. SIMPSON: ‘43. Yeah. 

MR. JACKSON: What was, you’re the first person we’ve talked to who kind of grew up here. What was it like growing up here?

MR. SIMPSON: Well, of course to me, I came from Hazard, Kentucky, to here and it was just like a paradise. I thought it was the greatest place that there ever was because they were building all these houses and all these buildings and the schools, we were going to school in classrooms while other rooms weren’t even finished. Robertsville School was the old school that was here and they built the rest of it. A lot of us waited. A lot of us went into temporary building like little hutments until the building could be finished, but to me it was an exciting place. I just roamed all over and had a very good time.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you live in a house or trailer?

MR. SIMPSON: When we first came here, we lived in a trailer on what was then called Raccoon Road.

MR. JOHNSON: Right.

MR. SIMPSON: If you’re familiar with the geography here, it’s right about two or 300 yards from King’s Department Store down on Illinois Avenue. Now there is nothing but grass up there, and it’s part of the ORAU [Oak Ridge Associated Universities] complex, but there was just trailer after trailer up there at that time. One of my uncles lived in a trailer that was right where the Oak Ridge High School is now. There is a big oak tree that everybody can see out from Providence Road. If you’ve ever driven there, you’ll see that huge oak tree and his trailer was right there, next to that tree. 
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, that whole area was pretty much trailers then. 

MR. SIMPSON: Grove Center was under construction partly at that time. There was no theater. The Grove Theater is a newer building. There was no swimming pool. That was a pond and we fished down there. Of course there was no Providence Road. That was just a field and there was a spring that fed that pond and there was fish in it. 

MR. JOHNSON: So, in some ways at least your life growing up here was sort of typical of what it might have been, fishing, going around…

MR. SIMPSON: This whole place was a wilderness and they just started cutting roads and building houses, just all at one time. The whole place was constructed at one time. 

MR. JACKSON: You, I suppose you must have gone back to Kentucky from time to time. Do you remember what you told people when they asked you where you were?

MR. SIMPSON: Yes. I remember very well because it was a joke. No one knew. No one in my category or my family had any idea what we were doing. Of course none of my people were scientific people. Some of my aunts here were chaufferettes and they drove some of these people back and forth to the Knoxville Airport. Some of their brief cases were handcuffed to their hands. General Groves was in one of their cars one time and he would take a nap as she drove. They were afraid to talk. They were just highly secretive, everybody was, but the common thing, and you’ll hear this if you talk to anybody. We were making holes for doughnuts and Wilkie buttons. (Laughter) That’s the answer. Everybody would ask you, “Well, what are you making down in Oak Ridge,” or Clinton Engineering Works is what we called it. “Oh, we’re making Wilkie buttons and holes for doughnuts. 

MR. JOHNSON: Do you get the memory of a lot of kids being here?

MR. SIMPSON: The place was run over with them. Of course there were 90 something thousand people here at one time, at the height of it. That’s what I’ve heard. They just had to construct schools on every angle every so often. 

MR. JACKSON: What did you think of the schools? Were you satisfied with the schools?

MR. SIMPSON: I found when I first changed that the school here was easier than where I came from, less academic, I guess you say more modern. Even today I can see that that’s still true here. I was, you know, taught mathematics, hard geography and history, and here it was more or less reading the newspaper or something like that. Can you cut that off?

[Break in Audio]

MR. JACKSON: Were there particular conditions that were imposed on students by virtue of location? That is, with athletic teams, would there have been some difficulty about knowing last names?

MR. SIMPSON: Oh yes. Of course we went to whatever neighborhood school we lived, grade schools, then we had, when I went through the school system, we only had one junior high school and that was where the old Robertsville School used to be and they changed the name to Jefferson Junior High School. Now the new school, right over across from here, is Jefferson Junior High School and the other junior high is Robertsville. I went to Jefferson Junior High, but it was down at the other location. We had a turn over, you know, people would be here for a while and then they would be gone to some other construction job. So there are very few of us left that came and stayed. I don’t know but that there are just a handful of us really still here. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the feeling that the teachers were pretty good and pretty interested or…?

MR. SIMPSON: Yes. I had that feeling.

MR. JACKSON: Did you think of Oak Ridge as home, or did you think of Kentucky, which you would go back to…?

MR. SIMPSON: We moved in total. My father liquidated our holdings up there, whatever they were and yes, I’ve always thought of Oak Ridge as home, after I moved here.

MR. JACKSON: So he must have thought, and you did, that Oak Ridge would go on after the war.

MR. SIMPSON: Well, we didn’t really know about that because there was I think 10,000 trailers and 10,000 huts and it was very temporary. In fact, the house that we finally moved into was a temporary house, a flattop, which they called a…

MR. JOHNSON: Was it a victory cottage?

MR. SIMPSON: No, I’m trying to think of the name, what they called them, flattops, but they were prefabricated houses and they moved them in on a truck.

MR. JACKSON: Oh yeah.

MR. SIMPSON: Because you could see a house going up and you could see a family in it the next day. (Laughter)

MR. JOHNSON: That must have been really exciting.

MR. SIMPSON: It was to me. It was to me. 

MR. JOHNSON: We’ve talked with a number of people who have commented on how they’d go away for the weekend and they would come back and there would be a new road cut and chimneys going up all the way along.

MR. SIMPSON: Not so much chimneys, but flattops, trailers or huts. But now the houses east of New York Avenue do have chimneys, these cemesto houses, but there are other sections that don’t have no chimneys at all. 
MR. JOHNSON: So they just moved the house in, plunked it down, and…

MR. SIMPSON: Well, the cemesto house was constructed on site. It was not a prefabricated house.

MR. JOHNSON: Right, but the flattops…

MR. SIMPSON: The flattops, they just put them up one right after another.

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall, is there any sense of social difference, let’s say between people in cemesto houses and other kinds of houses, flattops, trailers and hutments. 

MR. SIMPSON: At that time, there certainly wasn’t because you might have a project manager living in a flattop or, it just depended. You had to go down and sign up for housing and you could not live here unless you had a job here and had been cleared. In other words, there were no people other than people that worked here. There was no such thing as bringing your grandmother and grandfather and getting them a house. It just couldn’t be done. So the housing was governed by the employment. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, right. 

MR. SIMPSON: You took what was available. I found, of course I would know anything about that, but I didn’t detect any social difference because we were all just in a melting pot here from all parts of the country.

MR. JACKSON: You didn’t have any sense, and I don’t know that you would really, that for example, the military, the higher echelon military were up in the cemesto houses off by themselves.

MR. SIMPSON: The Army was here and of course they patrolled this whole square, [inaudible] I think its 90 something square miles on horseback a lot of them because I use to hide and seek with them and watch them go by. (Laughter) I would say the houses along Outer Drive, the cemesto houses along Outer Drive were occupied by the higher officials because of that glorious view up there.
MR. JACKSON: It is a nice view.

MR. SIMPSON: Some of those cemestos are, even today they are beautiful where they have remodeled. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have a feeling of living on an Army base though, or wasn’t the Army that present?

MR. SIMPSON: No, they weren’t that present. The only contact you had with them really was when you entered the gate or if you were hiking out here somewhere, just even walking around, you were liable to be picked up, just to see what you were up to. In other words, you just didn’t stagger around this place. You know, I mean, around town here, okay, but if you got off in the woods or off in those outer perimeters or in a restricted area, you were arrested. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you sort of go adventuring, trying to see what was going…

MR. SIMPSON: Yes.

MR. JOHNSON: …on down there with the plants and those things.

MR. SIMPSON: Oh no. nobody joked around about the plants.

MR. JOHNSON: Okay.

MR. SIMPSON: My adventures were around this end of town. In other words, Oak Ridge where the citizen’s lived is as remote from where the plants are. No one ever ventured, of course it was highly fenced. The whole project was fenced and the plants themselves were fenced again inside. So, no. I imagine people…

MR. JOHNSON: I was wondering with kids being kids…

MR. SIMPSON: I never heard of anybody trying to. It was just taboo to try to go down in there. That meant you got arrested. I was arrested once, but I was arrested out here off the Clinch River, which was one of the borders. I had been camping there, and I came up to cross that River Road and one of the police or whatever they saw me and I thought I could make it, you know, but he got me before I could get across. Nothing to it, he just took me to headquarters and then took me home, but they wanted to know who you were when you came in. I found this badge, by the way, since we’re talking about that. That was the last badge that I had made. I was about 17 at that time. You had to go down and have your picture made and wear that badge at all times. 
MR. JACKSON: You didn’t have any idea about the mission of the project.

MR. SIMPSON: No. No one that I came into contact with had any idea about…

MR. JACKSON: None of the kids…

MR. SIMPSON: No. In fact, it was a big surprise and a big thing when it happened. We just happened to be at home in Hazard, Kentucky, and read about it in the little [inaudible] Journal, I believe it was. There we were visiting at home and found out what was going on down here because they dropped the atomic bomb.

MR. JOHNSON: What do you remember about that day?

MR. SIMPSON: About that day? We packed right then and came on back here, not knowing, I mean, I remember our whole family, we didn’t know what would happen, whether they were going to close Oak Ridge, or what was happening down here. So we came back, and boy, everybody was just talking to everybody. It was the scuttle-butt around the neighborhood, you know, people were gathered around.

MR. JACKSON: What was the reaction like? Did people feel this ended the war or were they concerned about the death that the bomb caused? Or I don’t know, maybe there was no way to judge the reaction. 

MR. SIMPSON: At the time, the reaction was surprise. They had no idea that they were building something of that magnitude. It was either going to be dynamite or ammunition or, the talk was no one ever dreamed of this, that I ran into. The people that I associated with, or heard speak had no idea about it. It was some, they probably had some idea that it was some new thing, but they had no notion as to what it was. I never did run into, yes, I say I did too, in the ninth grade, when this had already happened. I ran into a teacher that was violently opposed to Oak Ridge and violently opposed to the atomic bomb. I hadn’t had those thoughts. It was a new thing to me to hear her.

MR. JOHNSON: It was the first time you had run into…
MR. SIMPSON: That was the first time I had run into that and it became a problem for me because I had been here and I didn’t feel that way. It felt like it was war, you know. Even at that age, I remember very violently opposing her thoughts on it

MR. JACKSON: The ninth grade would have been about when?

MR. JOHNSON: 1947?

MR. SIMPSON:’46.
MR. JOHNSON:’46, ’47. Was that in Oak Ridge, or had you moved?
MR. SIMPSON: No, I’ve been [here].

MR. JOHNSON: You stayed here.

MR. SIMPSON: I’ve never left here, but she was my ninth grade homeroom, or whatever you call it, teacher, and came to find out that she had been a teacher for the Nisei
. I think that’s how you pronounce it.
MR. JOHNSON: Oh, out in California.

MR. SIMPSON: In California, and so she was very much opposed to what had happened.

MR. JOHNSON: Interesting. That’s some odd kind of circumstances, how she ended up teaching here.

MR. SIMPSON: She left here shortly after.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, she probably wasn’t going to be too happy here.

MR. SIMPSON: Well, no, it didn’t look like it. She wasn’t very happy at the time. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have much contact with black people? There was a segregated community down…

MR. SIMPSON: Gamble Valley.

MR. JOHNSON: Gamble Valley. 

MR. SIMPSON: It’s still here. It’s known as Scarboro.

MR. JOHNSON: Was there much contact between blacks and whites, or was it pretty separate? 

MR. SIMPSON: Well, it was totally segregated. The whole town was totally segregated by geography. That was the community where they lived and over here was this other part of town. But of course, they came, everybody came and went. If they had a badge, they did what they wanted to do. I never noticed it. You know, I never even thought about it at the time.  It’s obvious that the government built it that way, but why it was done that way, I don’t know. 
MR. JOHNSON: The Army in the ‘40’s pretty well practiced the policies of following local customs and local customs were to segregate facilities. 
MR. SIMPSON: Right. We have really tried to eliminate that, but the fact that it was totally done that way had made it more difficult.

MR. JACKSON: I’m sure that’s true.

MR. SIMPSON: I’ve heard people mention it. I know our city government from time to time, if something comes up about Scarboro Community which is still 99 percent black. In fact, I don’t know of anybody else that lives over there, but it’s not that way over here. It’s beginning to disperse over here as new people come, but back then you never realized any problems. In other words, you took your house wherever they said you could live, wherever that might be.

MR. JOHNSON: Do you remember anything in particular about life in a trailer? 
MR. SIMPSON: I sure do. I remember one shelf that every time I sat down, it caught me right across the back here. (Laughter) The way they were built then it was cramped. We had bath houses.

MR. JOHNSON: There were no bathrooms in the trailers. 

MR. SIMPSON: The hutments, of course, the big joke there was they slept four people at a time. (Laughter) We worked three eight hour shifts here so that meant there were 12 people living in that hut. They would wait until the other one came out and then they would go in and sleep. This really happened. There are all kinds of funny stories about the living conditions here.

MR. JOHNSON: Did the trailers having running water piped in, or did you have to go for water?

MR. SIMPSON: Yes, they had running water.

MR. JACKSON: You were in the trailer until when?
MR. SIMPSON: Just a couple of weeks. I stood down and watched them unload my house and put it together at 139 East Arrowwood Lane. I remember these addresses. I lived in seven or eight different houses here. 

MR. JOHNSON: That’s one of the things we’ve found that there’s a lot of mobility within Oak Ridge. That people have gone from here, to here, to here.

MR. SIMPSON: But my dad told me where it was going to be, so I stood down there that afternoon and watched them put it together.

MR. JACKSON: What did you do for recreation?

MR. SIMPSON: For myself?

MR. JACKSON: Yes. 

MR. SIMPSON: Mostly I hunted and fished right around in here, which was against the law.

MR. JOHNSON: I was thinking about with guns…

MR. SIMPSON: Yes, of course I traveled over into Anderson County and went through the fence and outside to hunt and trap. I fished the river continuously.

MR. JOHNSON: Fishing pretty good?

MR. SIMPSON: Yeah, back in those days it was fine. We had all sorts of sports. We had softball, baseball. Each school had teams, and that sort of thing. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the sense in the classroom that there was a lot of movement, that people would be there for a while and then be gone, and then new people would be coming in?

MR. SIMPSON: Yes, of course, after construction, you see, it narrowed down a lot less people, a lot less students.

MR. JACKSON: Who were your friends? Were they identifiable groups? 

MR. JOHNSON: Neighbors?

MR. SIMPSON: No, not so much neighbors. My dad’s friends were the people he worked with. You know, all your social activities were generally in the home because it was a great big job to get to Knoxville. You had to get through the gates. There were very little social things to do here. You know they had the Oak Terrace dance place. People had dances there and that sort of thing, but there was no alcohol allowed in here.

MR. JOHNSON: People seemed to find it though, now and again.

MR. SIMPSON: Oh, they smuggled. You know they smuggled, but by and large, you didn’t see much of it. Everybody either just cooked at home or something like that.

MR. JACKSON: Remind me again, your father, you said this while ago, what he did.

MR. SIMPSON: He was an accountant for Roane Anderson after he came here. He worked in the Accounting Department. 

MR. JACKSON: The question about friends, we were sort of interested in talking to several people now who suggested that there was a sense of closeness, the people over here, but by and large, there wasn’t any real sense of community, that is the teachers ran around with other teachers and they felt close. The scientists ran around with other scientists and the military went with other military, so you got sub groups. Is that a fair statement?

MR. SIMPSON: I’d say it is from my limited knowledge about that sort of thing. Most of our social activities were just people that were employed, either knew my father or my mother. She worked too, for Roane Anderson. The ones I remember either worked for Roane Anderson or something that was connected.
MR. JOHNSON: So again, we are finding that more and more now. 

MR. SIMPSON: It’s almost a carry over to today in that you’ll find many, many Oak Ridgers, they’ll drive to Knoxville to have a meal or a night out when probably there are things equal here now, but they just don’t think that way. 

MR. JOHNSON: Getting back to something you said before, you don’t remember spending a lot of time, say, in Knoxville, most of it…
MR. SIMPSON: Very little. It was, myself, the only time I ever left here was to go home, on a weekend, to travel home and back, but to go to Knoxville and all that, that was a limited thing. 
MR. JACKSON: I assume from that you would have had very limited contact if any with places like Oliver Springs or Clinton. 

MR. SIMPSON: I wouldn’t have any, except to drive through Clinton. That’s the way the road went.  We had a real, I don’t know if it was animosity, almost between us and Clinton people…

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

MR. SIMPSON: …that lived over there in the beginning. They looked upon Oak Ridgers as nothing. 

MR. JOHNSON: Why do you think that was?

MR. SIMPSON: Well, it was just obvious, the way that the merchants and different things happened, you know, where we had to be at their mercy, you might say. It became an attitude. It became a thing that the football game between Oak Ridge and Clinton had to be canceled and they didn’t play for many, many years because it was dangerous. It became a dangerous situation. The last game I think they played was 1949, when I graduated and then they did not play for many, many years and then they finally got it started up again. The rivalry was too much. It was out of hand. 

MR. JACKSON: [Inaudible] Clinton somehow felt Oak Ridge had somehow worked adversely toward them or…

MR. SIMPSON: Well, I think that’s obvious from looking at the size of Clinton today as compared to when Oak Ridge moved in here. It’s obvious that they did it wrong, or Clinton could have been a rather large place. In other words, there was nothing here available. A lot of people had to live in Clinton and drive over here, but there was never any inclination on their part to provide any additional houses or increase their services to Oak Ridge. It was the opposite, in my opinion because it’s obvious the way it’s turned out that that’s what’s happened.

MR. JOHNSON: They resented Oak Ridgers as outsiders…
MR. SIMPSON: I think so.

MR. JOHNSON: …kind of who were…

MR. SIMPSON: I think so. They lived here all their lives. None of us have. 

MR. JACKSON: You don’t sense the same thing about Knoxville?

MR. SIMPSON: Not so much, although there was some conversation and some joking around about how they felt about Oak Ridge. Even today, I  think this is true. Egg heads. I’m not saying they are right or wrong, but a lot of my friends here now are highly scientific people and I do believe they are different from an ordinary IQ person and I do think there is a feeling still that Oak Ridge people are a little bit Egg Head or whatever you want to call it.

MR. JOHNSON: Different anyway.
MR. SIMPSON: Right. I can sense that still. But I don’t think that the reverse was true. I don’t think Oak Ridge people would have resented these other towns or these other people had it not been brought about that way. I don’t believe Oak Ridge people have that feeling. I know a lot of people love to go to Knoxville and shop and whatever. I think most of this has been erased and I think about all of this has been erased in Clinton. We’re back playing basketball, football, businessmen intermingle. We have all sorts of connections now. 

MR. JACKSON: I’m sure you’re probably too young to remember or be interested in this, but I just wondered if you have ever become aware, one of the questions we were interested in was whether Oak Ridgers in the war period voted, voted in Anderson County kinds of elections. I guess we haven’t established, it can be established easily enough, you wouldn’t remember anything about it, I suppose.

MR. SIMPSON: I think for a while we had to go home to vote.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s kind of the impression we’ve got.  

MR. SIMPSON: It seems like I remember we went home to vote. How that was changed I don’t know. One of the jokes was we couldn’t vote here. I don’t know if residency in Tennessee had been long enough for us, or what happened, but one time, I think we still went home to vote.
MR. JOHNSON: Tennessee had a poll tax too, if I remember in the ‘40’s. 

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall any kind of rumors with espionage?

MR. SIMPSON: Oh yes. There were actual cases of people who would be working one day and then they wouldn’t show up anymore. I know my dad mentioned to me two or three times something about that. They would just disappear. Now what happened to these people, I don’t know, but I know of, I don’t know for a fact, but I know of many instances when that was mentioned or I heard conversations about it. The big thing was they would come and ask you about people that lived around your neighborhood occasionally too. 

MR. JACKSON: They being the…

MR. SIMPSON: The FBI I suppose. You know, the big thing here was silence. You didn’t joke around about it too much. Our biggest joke was when the guards drove by, we’d holler, “Well, does your daddy work?” You’d holler back, “No, he’s a guard.” That’s about as far as it went. (Laughter) But they were always up and down and all around. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you have any memories, one of the things that we’ve come across is the feeling that there was a fairly high rate of juvenile delinquency, kids go running around as vandals and breaking windows, raising hell, this kind of thing.

MR. SIMPSON: No, I would say the reverse. I would say there is much more of it today than there was then. Although, then at the time it was under construction, there perhaps was some missing lumber and maybe things like that, but you see it was impossible to get anything out of here. You didn’t have any crime because the place was fenced and if they took something from one platform to their home, they really hadn’t taken it. The attitude was if I can get a new set of curtains, then I’m going to get them. As a house would go up, they furnished the curtains and everything, so you got what you wanted to go in your house. This went on, but I definitely don’t remember juvenile delinquency in the phrase you’re putting it, and I know something about it today. I’d say we’ve got a lot more of it today than we ever had then, and a different kind of it too, more malicious mischief today.

MR. JOHNSON: We ran across one place in the minutes of the Recreation Wellfare Association where they were talking about having a problem with one of the recreation halls, with kids hanging around…
MR. SIMPSON: Central.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, Central.

MR. SIMPSON: I was there every day, every night, but there weren’t any problems.

MR. JOHNSON: You were one of those kids hanging around.

MR. SIMPSON: Right, and the director has been a lifelong friend of mine. He’s retired now, the one that was there then. There wasn’t any problems then. There certainly weren’t any juvenile problems of any kinds. They had dances there. We had a pool table. It was located right down there. The building burned down, but to go to the rec hall was the thing. They don’t even have one now I don’t think, but there was, oh, maybe a few fist fights that sort of thing, but there was never any damage to an automobile. I never heard of a car being smashed, a tire being slashed, or any kind of damage like that. It was unheard of. I don’t even remember any break-ins or anything. 

MR. JOHNSON: Well, with as many guards as you had around…

MR. SIMPSON: Everyone worked then. If you didn’t work, you moved on to another town. You didn’t stay here. So there was no unemployment. Therefore, you didn’t have anyone that wasn’t on the payroll. I’d have to say the reverse. The juvenile problem and the juvenile delinquency and the destruction to property I would say is much more now than it ever was then.

MR. JACKSON: When you talk about the reservation being fenced, this was a barbed wire fence?
MR. SIMPSON: In places in was barbed wire at the top. It was chain link… 

MR. JOHNSON: Chain link…

MR. SIMPSON: …with several strands of barbed wire at the top. In other places it was just barbed wire, just plain barbed wire.

MR. JOHNSON: You could…

MR. SIMPSON: You could get in and out very easy.

MR. JOHNSON: You could sneak out and go hunting.

MR. SIMPSON: Yes.

MR. JOHNSON: The kids would usually find a way.

MR. SIMPSON: Oh yes. That’s right. There was no problem about getting in and out if you wanted to go in and out.

MR. JACKSON: I think one of the kind of fascinating things that we ran up on was some old police records. There were a number of cases of vagrancy. People must have crawled through, or come through, that barbed wire and then were sort of around and then were picked up pretty quickly. But…

MR. JOHNSON: Making their living gambling maybe or…

MR. SIMPSON: Well, I don’t know about that. I never saw or heard about any of that. 

MR. JACKSON: I think it would be rare.

MR. JOHNSON: I would say a small number.

MR. SIMPSON: I’ve heard stories of people coming in here and being lost and trying to get in here and wondering where they are and all that sort of thing. I’ve even heard of, that an airplane landed down here and they surrounded the guy and he thought it was an airfield and it was the top of one of these buildings, but I don’t know whether that was… (Laughter) You know we had the world’s largest building in K-25 and it would be very easy for a plane to land on it. They say it actually happened. I don’t know. It was just a rumor that I heard because they allowed no aircraft over here.

MR. JACKSON: At all?
MR. SIMPSON: No, not unless it was an Army plane. This was an X’d out place on the maps. 

MR. JOHNSON: We did hear one story about some older guy, a hobo apparently who came walking down the railroad tracks one night and found himself right in the middle of Oak Ridge, this city that the last time he’d been through a couple of years before hadn’t been here at all. They escorted him out of town. He just wandered in. 
MR. SIMPSON: That could be, but see, the railroad track was built through here as a spur. There was no track that came this way.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, they had to run a spur from…

MR. SIMPSON: From out here at Elza Gate.

MR. JOHNSON: Elza Gate in.

MR. SIMPSON: Now that spur has been discontinued. There is some small part of it left, but it’s been chopped off in many places.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, it ran back behind the warehouses down that way.

MR. JACKSON: Do you recall anything that you missed, that is moving from Kentucky to here, anything that was missing in your life that was around in Kentucky?

MR. SIMPSON: No, because to come from there down to here, of course the climate was a lot better than what I had been used to, much milder. Down here was virtually a wilderness that had been untouched compared to what I had come from where there wasn’t even a squirrel left. (Laughter) It was a used up place where I came from, coal mines. Of course they are all millionaires now, but back then, this was a much more pleasant place. There was no dirt, when they finally got the town built, it was immaculate. All the streets had curbs. Everything was orderly. No traffic problems or anything. Where I came from it was more crowded and a lot more dilapidated and everything, but I thought Oak Ridge was a very clean place to live when I moved. 

MR. JOHNSON: Did you get the feeling that your father felt the same way? That he was glad that he made the move to come down?

MR. SIMPSON: Oh yes. We’ve always been, we’ve talked about that. The opportunity here was much greater. We just felt like it was a great, great thing for us. 

MR. JACKSON: So as far as you know, he never contemplated leaving?

MR. SIMPSON: Yes, we talked about it, not going back to where we lived, but maybe moving on to Florida or some other job. There was always another construction job or something. Then we quit thinking about it primarily because I was entrenched here in school I think. I liked it so well. But, I don’t know. We never thought about going back home. 
MR. JOHNSON: When did you start thinking of this place as home?

MR. SIMPSON: I imagine for myself, it was when we moved here. I never did think of, oh, you might say, “Go back home,” but this became home real fast. I really, I’ve enjoyed every day of it. 

MR. JACKSON: What did you like most? Anything that stands out in your mind that you liked, particularly in coming into this city? 

MR. SIMPSON: I think primarily I liked the fact that it was kind of a wilderness and it was a big adventurous thing to me to see all this work going on and all the people all around here and everything like that. I grew up here so I don’t really, I can’t compare now, you know, to some other place. Since that time, I’ve been right here, other than to be away in college and away in the Army, I’ve been right here.

MR. JOHNSON: Do you think that about covers it?

MR. JACKSON: Yeah. I guess so. Do you have, when you reflect back on that period, what is your most graphic memory like? What I’m getting is it’s interesting what people recall. Some recall the laundry, which must have been the world’s worst institution. Do you have anything that stands out in your mind?
MR. SIMPSON: Yes, the one thing that I really remember most of all was eating in the cafeteria. The cafeteria was, the one I ate in most was Central Cafeteria, which was right down here where Orkin is now. I heard that they fed 10,000 people a day. 

MR. JOHNSON: I believe that.

MR. SIMPSON: I used to line up, if you know Jackson Square Pharmacy, up on this other square, and I stood in line way back around it, and you just continually, you kept walking, you never stopped. That’s how fast the line moved. So whatever time it took you to walk from there down to the cafeteria, you were in, and had your meal and it was open 24 hours a day. So whatever time you came here, or whatever time you had, the shift change or whatever, you could get a meal. 
MR. JACKSON: You recall that in a positive way.

MR. SIMPSON: Oh yes. Everybody complained about the food. That was the big topic, how atrocious it was, but the price, it was practically nothing. They fed you here on a kind of break even. They raised a lot of it here to feed. I knew about that because my dad was auditing some of those farm operations out here, where UT [University of Tennessee] is now. That’s where it was. I use to go with him out there and they had chickens and everything they raised, you know. But everybody complained about the food, but you had a lot of people that had to eat. You had no other choice. 

MR. JOHNSON: No place to go.

MR. SIMPSON: That’s right. They had three cafeterias, East Village which is now the Elks Club, and the Central Cafeteria, which burned down, and Jefferson Cafeteria, which is now housing the ERDA [Energy Research and Development Administration] for the Breeder Reactor, the offices. It used to be the Atomic Museum, that was the cafeteria, but that was highlight. You know, I ate there a lot. My father and mother, both worked and at times, I’d just go through the line. You lined up here for everything. I know they did in other places, other cities, too, during the war, but here it was for everything. Whatever you bought, you stood in some sort of line…

MR. JOHNSON: To get it.

MR. SIMPSON: Yes. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, we’ve gotten that feeling of just an incredible number of people coming in and Roane Anderson and the Army just barely being able to keep ahead of it, in terms of providing services. 

MR. JACKSON: Although most everybody, I will say that the certain ones we talked to, they think the community was pretty well run.

MR. SIMPSON: I think so. I think it was a miracle the way they did it. I mean, from what I can say now, I look back and see how it was, everything was run pretty well. They even delivered the coal to your coal box. You know all of us had coal furnaces and you had a little coal box that sat out by the side walk and they came around and put the coal in there for you. So all you had to do was just shovel it into your furnace. You didn’t have any other heat sources here then. All these buildings, this one included, were heated by a steam plant, which was where Trico Motors was, right down here, and steam pipes went underground until they got up here and they had steam in all these buildings, steam heat. Some of the jobs that some of the boys my age had was taking out ashes from some of these places, from the boilers.

MR. JACKSON: Oh, I know one thing I forgot to ask. Were the churches pretty active?

MR. SIMPSON: Well, we only had one. We had the Chapel on the Hill, which was a united church, it had no denomination. I can tell you something about some of the churches because I think I’m a charter member of two. One was the First Presbyterian Church which is over on the [Oak Ridge] Turnpike here. I was a charter member of it and it originated in a high school gymnasium. A few of my family and some other people got together and formed a church. Then it went on to become the big First Presbyterian. But those churches just sprang up. People just met in a rec hall or a school room, or like we met in gymnasium. For years we went to church in the gymnasium. 

MR. JACKSON: What was the second one? You said you…

MR. SIMPSON: The second one was a split off from the First Presbyterian Church, which was called the Covenant Presbyterian Church. A group of people went together and formed that. 

MR. JACKSON: This was in the war years?

MR. SIMPSON: This was later. Much later. But the First Presbyterian Church started in the gymnasium of Glenwood School. I believe that’s where we went first. Our preacher was Bob Thomas who had been in the war and he had a speech impediment. It was very odd. At times, he would stand there and just nothing, no sound for several minutes. And he was just trying to fight that. We just all sat there. Finally, he could say something. I remember some of those.
MR. JOHNSON: Do you remember going to church pretty regularly?

MR. SIMPSON: Oh yes. Every Sunday that we were here.

MR. JACKSON: There was a good size congregation?

MR. SIMPSON: It grew.

MR. JACKSON: People showed up.

MR. SIMPSON: Yes, but the gymnasium was small. It may be started with 30 or 40 people and then grew to maybe 100 or so. Finally, they built a building and there were other churches doing the same thing, but they were meeting in some temporary place. Churches weren’t built until they could acquire land, except for the United. It’s been here since I can remember. Chapel on the Hill is what we called it. 

MR. JOHNSON: It’s right up beyond the Guest House there.

MR. SIMPSON: Right behind the Alexander. There used to be a board sidewalk that went up through those woods up there and that’s where everybody courted, in that area anyway. There were other board sidewalks. There were miles of them. 

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, we’ve heard about those. They were really quite nice.

MR. SIMPSON: Yeah, they would just build a board sidewalk, for instance, from Outer Drive down to Tennessee Avenue, maybe, just string it through the woods, you see. You could zip off right down that board sidewalk and go to another street. They didn’t wind them around with the streets every time. They just made them as straight through as they could make them. 
MR. JACKSON: …as they could get them.

MR. SIMPSON: I’m sure you’ve heard about the mud.

MR. JACKSON: Everybody talks about the mud. 
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.
MR. SIMPSON: It was unreal. Believe me. One time I went from the trailer, which was the one next to, where the Oak Ridge High School is now, over to about where the City Hall and the city buildings are now. That was called Midtown. There was a theater there, had park benches in it, didn’t have any seats. You could just lie down and watch the movie. (Laughter) I had on my galoshes and I had to cross the Turnpike. When I got back home, I started scrapping off the mud and everything and the galoshes were gone. (Laughter) You were in up to your knees, you know. They just slipped off and I just walked right out of them. (Laughter)
MR. JACKSON: That’s the best story on the mud yet, I think. 

MR. SIMPSON: Because I walked. There was no other way. I walked everyplace I went here.

MR. JOHNSON: Through the mud, from the sounds of it.

MR. SIMPSON: If I had to, but there were school buses here, but I primarily just walked. 

MR. JACKSON: That’s great.

MR. JOHNSON: Did quite a few of the friends that you made in school, have they stayed around here?

MR. SIMPSON: Well, let’s put it this way, the ones that are still here are very close friends of mine. There are only maybe three or four of us that were in the same class that came here at that time. The rest have gone on off somewhere, or they didn’t come here that early. I can only think of myself and two other people, or three maybe, that were here at that time.

MR. JACKSON: Is that experience, being here in the war period, is that something that separates out Oak Ridgers today? That is, do people tend to date in terms of people who were here in the war period, or people who came…

MR. SIMPSON: Only just as maybe a pass in conversation or somebody will say, “Gee, you’ve been here a long time, haven’t you?” But I just had this, the ’43 Club, which meets and has a banquet, that sort of thing. That came in the mail today, but I would say if you go to that club, you would see a lot of old timers, but you wouldn’t see many people my age because we haven’t gotten to that point yet. 

MR. JACKSON: So, it’s more important for them.

MR. SIMPSON: I would say probably at their age now, you know. They are in their 60’s, late 60’s, and 70’s. Of course, as you found out Oak Ridge had a very young population here and a very high birth rate and no death rate. 
MR. JOHNSON: Which was just as well, since there weren’t any cemeteries here. 
MR. SIMPSON: Yes, and I would say that it was just a few years ago that we began to have a estate tax problems and things which came to my attention here. My clients began to die, oh, seven or eight years ago. We just didn’t have anything like that, but it’s becoming more frequently. 

MR. JACKSON: One of the things that we found is that Oak Ridge must have had one of the best medical systems around, both in terms of facilities and the health plan. 

MR. SIMPSON: I had very little contact with any medical at that time. Being at the age I was, I never was sick, but I imagine that had to do with the fact that everyone here was so young, that they didn’t have that type of problem, and very robust people from what I observed. 

MR. JACKSON: Anything else you want to bring up?

MR. JOHNSON: Not that I can think of. Thank you very much for your time.

MR. SIMPSON: Well, you’re welcome. I hope all this…

MR. JOHNSON: You’re the first person we’ve talked to who didn’t sort of come here by choice. You came here because your family came here.

MR. SIMPSON: I have one story that I will tell you. I don’t know if it makes any, you might want to hear it. I had a first cousin that was here when I came, and he’s younger than I am, oh, three years. His mother, he lived in a trailer, and his mother told him, “You’ve got to go to school here.” He said, “Okay.” The school bus began to go by and he would, he told us that he had to get up at 5 o’clock. She said, “Why on earth for?” he said, “Well, I’ve got to catch the bus.” So, every morning he’d get up at 5 o’clock and she’d fix his lunch, he’d go out and get on the bus. So this went on for two or three weeks. Finally, she told her husband, “Why in the world are they starting school that early?” He’s suppose to go down here to Robertsville, see, which was already here. It was the only school here. Somehow or another, he had mistakenly began to get on that bus thinking it was the school bus and it was a work bus going to Wheat (Laughter) which is miles and miles down the road. He was going to Wheat School (Laughter) before they got him straightened out. That was one confusion, you weren’t always on the dotted line. In other words, you might go to the wrong class or the wrong anything and nobody would know it for a while because they didn’t have the records that up to date.
MR. JACKSON: I guess the turnover…

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, with the turnover and with the problem of records, we got that from one of the teachers we talked to yesterday. They never could exactly find out about the students that they had because they didn’t get the records on them. Confusion, but a lot of excitement that went into it.

MR. SIMPSON: Yeah. Of course they’ve torn down the high school that I went to, which was right here, and built the new one.

MR. JOHNSON: It’s still a football field though.

MR. SIMPSON: Right. Now that we’ve collected, I think we’ve collected $2.25 million yesterday from Japan, you may have been up on that case. So some of the rumor is they may build another school up here, combined elementary school to get rid of some of these older buildings. They’ve had a referendum, but it didn’t pass. But now they have that kind of money, they might go ahead. That was a rumor I heard. 

MR. JACKSON: Well, that’s fine. You want to…

[End of Interview] 
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