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MR. MCDANIEL: This is Keith McDaniel and today is January 9 -- did we decide it was the 9th? We did decide it was the 9th of 2016, and I'm at my studio here in Oak Ridge with Roger Johnson. Roger, he accompanied his mother, Jane Johnson, and we just interviewed Jane and now we're going to talk with Roger about his life growing up in Oak Ridge, because he has a fairly different perspective as kind of a second generation Oak Ridger. So, Roger, thank you for taking time to talk with us.

MR. JOHNSON: It's a pleasure.

MR. MCDANIEL: You were able to sit here and listen to your mother talk about her life and her, you know, where she came from and her time in Oak Ridge and so, I want to do the same with you. So, obviously, I know you were born in Oak Ridge, weren't you?

MR. JOHNSON: In 1952.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: I was number three child up to that point. Eleven years later, number four showed up, so it's a whole different ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, wow.
MR. JOHNSON: ... family complex. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: So there was a generation of three and then basically an only child. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly.
MR. JOHNSON: We were almost out of the house until that one.

MR. MCDANIEL: I bet, I bet.
MR. JOHNSON: So, I was the youngest for the longest time.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.

MR. JOHNSON: On Pickwick Lane.

MR. MCDANIEL: Pickwick Lane which is, where is that? That's near ... ?

MR. JOHNSON: Near the high school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: You go up Pennsylvania.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yes.

MR. JOHNSON: Then right on Peach, turn left on Pickwick.

MR. MCDANIEL: There you go.
MR. JOHNSON: Right in the middle of town. Very convenient to everything.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. And you were born, you said, in '52?
MR. JOHNSON: Yes, sir.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. So ... So, you grew up in Oak Ridge in the late '50s and the '60s, really. I mean, you know, in, in Oak Ridge. That was an unusual time for our country and I'm sure that reflected the same in Oak Ridge.

MR. JOHNSON: Sure.

MR. MCDANIEL: Talk a little bit about growing up in Oak Ridge and the culture and the society and the town and the people.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, in looking back, you know, it was a government nuclear mill town is what I call it. Nuclear mill town. That was the business.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: Of course, it was, I was born later so I didn't quite experience that Army encampment, per se, but it still had that “surrounded by a fence,” so to speak.

MR. MCDANIEL: That federal, federal feel to it, kind of.

MR. JOHNSON: Yes, yeah, and everything was kind of taken care of, folks into the same business. But there were a lot of towns that were focused on a particular industry and here it just happened to be nuclear industry and the Cold War and that sort of thing. And, as a segue to my mom's talk, I would, it always struck me, she would talk about her, she had a brother. Grew up and they were great friends but, of course, they turned into adults and going their own directions. And Mom moves down to this nuclear town, home of the atomic bomb.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Her brother has more of a pacifist tendency. I think the whole family, there's a whole strain of pacifists in the family.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: He moved out to California eventually, so over the decades it was like, all right, you work in that nuclear, you know, that side of the controversy, you know, nuclear fission. But Mom would always comment to me, well, the age at which her brother was, he was in the military about to be loaded on a ship to go out into the Pacific. After the German Armistice, a lot of guys were loaded up on ships ready to hit some beaches.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's exactly right.
MR. JOHNSON: And be ground into meatballs and so there was always some of this, '50s and '60s and '70s that kind of little argument.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Exactly.
MR. JOHNSON: It gets wide and thick very quickly.

MR. MCDANIEL: And I'm sure she could say later, as he got older, you'll appreciate what we did in Oak Ridge when you have to go in the hospital and they give you a radiation isotope to determine what's wrong. So ...

MR. JOHNSON: We still have debates like that and ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... I'm sure they mellowed out ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Well.
MR. JOHNSON: ... after a while but there was a pretty distinct argument ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right...
MR. JOHNSON: ... over the years.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, for you, what was it like growing up in Oak Ridge?
MR. JOHNSON: Oh, it was, it was a wonderful place to grow up. I know a lot of folks my age would look back on growing up in that era and, you know, you're not worried about your kid being nabbed and this and that. You had all these greenbelts.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: It was almost like living in the woods. Us kids lived in the woods. We did the usual play things ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... riding bikes, playing Army, that sort of thing. Because it was post World War II, it was, course, the Korean War, too, but ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: ... you were, really, as young boys, you know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure ...
MR. JOHNSON: ... and into sports. But the greenbelts were really wonderful, just go out and play. I don't know, I guess parents just didn't worry about it. If you got hurt, someone probably would find you and pick you up and bring you home.

MR. MCDANIEL: Bring you home. (laughter)

MR. JOHNSON: And take care of you. You had all sorts of eyeballs in the neighborhood back in those days.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, now, do you know Dave Miller?

MR. JOHNSON: No.

MR. MCDANIEL: I think you all are probably close to the same age ...
MR. JOHNSON: I'm good with faces, not good with names.

MR. MCDANIEL: Dave, Dave, his dad was Major Miller and he talked about the same thing. He talked about his little brother, Tommy, when he was three-years-old, was just out wandering around and an MP stopped and said, you know, who do you belong to? And he said, “Well, Major Miller's my daddy.” So he picked him up and put him in the Jeep and drove him home. Well, he kept wandering around because he wanted that Jeep ride again. (laughter) So ...

MR. JOHNSON: Mom tells the story of my older brother just at, what? A toddler, going down the street ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... and, of course, someone picked him up and called her, so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... Exactly, exactly.

MR. JOHNSON: Today's moms would just be horrified with the thought, you know.

MR. MCDANIEL: If they're out of the yard, you know, absolutely. So talk a little bit about school and where did you go to school in Oak Ridge?
MR. JOHNSON: Well, I ended up going to Pine Valley.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: Walked there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Which is the school administration building now, is that correct?
MR. JOHNSON: Of course, of course. It's amazing that it's still there. I can go in there and it smells like it did way back then.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you weren't ...
MR. JOHNSON: That may ... That may not be a good thing.

MR. MCDANIEL: You weren't very far from there. Pickwick was not very far from there at all.

MR. JOHNSON: Right, yeah. It'd be ... we darted across everyone's yards and took a bee line and went through my eighth grade teacher's yard, math teacher, Ms. Hurst's yard, on one of the U streets off of Utah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right.

MR. JOHNSON: Did that all the time.

MR. MCDANIEL: And so you went there to elementary school.

MR. JOHNSON: Sure enough.

MR. MCDANIEL: Then you ended up going to Jefferson.

MR. JOHNSON: To Jefferson Middle.

MR. MCDANIEL: Jefferson Middle which was up on the hill.
MR. JOHNSON: Right.

MR. MCDANIEL: At that time. 

MR. JOHNSON: And a good friend in the neighborhood was Joseph Lee. I went to school with him and the connection there was, his mom was a school teacher, music school teacher and a piano teacher and voice teacher and my mom was a piano teacher.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: So there's a little connection there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.

MR. JOHNSON: They knew each other as being fellow musicians.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... And you said you had two older siblings then a much younger sibling.

MR. JOHNSON: Right, right, right. My older brother, David, born in '47 and Ann, born late '48.

MR. MCDANIEL: You were telling me, before we started, a story about B.B. and a story about your older brother.
MR. JOHNSON: Right, oh, that funny story Mom likes. The Bells, B.B. Bell, Mary Bell and their daughter and son, B.B. Bell lived across the street.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: And, of course, this was before my time, but Mom recounts that B.B. young, the youngster, and my brother, David, were in a playpen together. Mom recounts that she came upon them and B.B. was sucking David's thumb and David was sucking B.B.'s thumb. (laughter) And I've always wanted to run into B.B. and tell him that story just to see if he'd ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Especially now he's ...
MR. JOHNSON: See how ready a four star general, see if he'd laugh or ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... turn red.

MR. MCDANIEL: Or deny, turn red.
MR. JOHNSON: But they were great friends over the years and our parents stayed, my parents stayed very good friends with the Bells. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Did you know, did you kind of, you know, growing up you kind of knew what Oak Ridge did, but, I mean, did you have a real sense of Oak Ridge as a place? As a place in history and in the culture? At that time.

MR. JOHNSON: Not really. You grow up in a place, it's just where you are. Of course, you had to know. I mean, if you were lucky on your SAT test or your AP test, they'd ask a lot of questions about radiation.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right.
MR. JOHNSON: My wife did really well on those because she said well, they just happened to be asking a lot of radiation questions and you were surrounded by schooling in ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.

MR. JOHNSON: ... radioactivity and that sort of chemistry. But you don't really realize those things 'til you leave and you look back -- Oh! Yeah...

MR. MCDANIEL: I see.
MR. JOHNSON: It was just a nice, generally a good place to grow up.

MR. MCDANIEL: And the schools were good, I mean, you know, they had excellent teachers.

MR. JOHNSON: And people have said that outside of Mom's discussion of the black neighborhood, African American neighborhood versus the white, which was ...

MR. MCDANIEL: True ...
MR. JOHNSON: ... of the time.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... at that time.
MR. JOHNSON: In the neighborhoods, you have a mix of different folks.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: With a just, you have a rich section and a poor section and in between. But they had all the different sized homes and, course, your doctors and PhD’s got the F houses ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MR. JOHNSON: ... generally up on the ridge. But you tend to have a mix, mix of kids in the schools.

MR. MCDANIEL: And one reason for that was, early on, people got homes assigned to them by the size of their family not because of the position they had within the structure of the plant or the government facilities. So ...
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, certainly, certainly.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, many people stayed in those homes for years and years and years, decades, you know. So ...

MR. JOHNSON: True. So, as far as a sense of the place, that was your question: Yeah...

MR. MCDANIEL: You sort of knew. Did ...
MR. JOHNSON: Now, I don't remember crawling under desks during drills for nuclear blast. I remember we had a certain amount of awareness and all, Civil Defense, you know. But you can see that all over the country, Civil Defense films and such.

MR. MCDANIEL: Do you remember the Cuban Missile Crisis? You were old enough at that point to kind of know what was going on and did you have any sense that would, that Oak Ridge was a target, so to speak?

MR. JOHNSON: I was 10, so I was just about ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Almost old enough.
MR. JOHNSON: ... almost conscious of it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ... I understand.
MR. JOHNSON: Almost conscious of that. I, when we look at the history, you know, looking back, it doesn't strike me like it might've if I was a little older.

MR. MCDANIEL: If you were 15 or 16.
MR. JOHNSON: Right.

MR. MCDANIEL: That would've ...
MR. JOHNSON: The ... I think we got a little bit, being in a nuclear town, you kind of grew up saying, well, we'll be the first ones to get hit.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right.

MR. JOHNSON: Whether that was true or not, I don't know but it was just, you just had the sense that, well, I guess that we'd be attacked first.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: But, I'm not quite sure. It's probably not strategically correct, but you just had that sense.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, I think, probably, I think there was a lot of people who thought that Oak Ridge was within range of Cuba, was within missile range of Cuba and it was very likely to be a, you know, a target. So...
MR. JOHNSON: Sure, sure. My grandmother, as recounted by my mom, would come visit from time to time and she felt that Oak Ridge was like the eye of a hurricane.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, really.
MR. JOHNSON: Kind of being a military, federal mill town, you know, the rest of the world's just going about its busy, busy business and here's this little town just kind of so calm.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: In an ironic sort of way.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: With everything else in the world going around it and we're just doing our little what we do.

MR. MCDANIEL: What we do.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. Research is beyond just nuclear weaponry.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure. Absolutely, absolutely. And, to be honest, it really sort of is. I mean, there's so many things that have come out of Oak Ridge over the decades that have dramatically influenced and changed society. Besides the atomic bomb, you know.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. And Oak Ridge, because it has such a wide spectrum of work, has not really been able to advertise itself to that fact.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Absolutely.
MR. JOHNSON: As opposed to some of the other specialized laboratories and DOE facilities.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Because they're kind of very focused and they perhaps have the better PR group than Oak Ridge.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure, exactly. Well, Oak Ridge, they've done, like you said, they've done so many different things and, to be quite honest, Oak Ridgers don't typically try to toot their own horn very much, they're not very good at tooting their own horn.

MR. JOHNSON: That's very true. That's very true.

MR. MCDANIEL: In my opinion. Some of us are better than others.
MR. JOHNSON: Proud but humble -- proud but humble group, yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly.
MR. JOHNSON: Oak Ridge was ... grown a pretty proud group of folks.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, but also they're, you know, it's, for many people, it was the work. I mean, that gave them satisfaction, not the glory.
MR. JOHNSON: Absolutely, absolutely. A lot of interesting work, yeah. My dad would talk about some of the things. But, I did want to say, growing up in Oak Ridge, Dad would take this literally. He took rules, you know, Ok, if you told him to do something, his boss, you know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MR. JOHNSON: ... he'd take it literally. So, you couldn't ask Dad, “What'd you do at work today?” Dad was not interested in telling me what he did that day.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: I don't think it's because of the security, he just, he just didn't want to talk about it. But I think a lot of it's just, you just, that was the odd thing about the town ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Dad didn't come home and say, oh, I built 23 radios, or I fixed, you know ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: It just wasn't talked about. So then my wife ends up at ORNL [Oak Ridge National Laboratory] in charge of secure records. I ask her, “What'd you do today?” And she says, I can't tell you. (laughter) Medical records, too.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: I can't tell you.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right. Like, I interviewed Gordon Fee, Gordon said that one of his sons thought he was a train engineer until he was like, older. I mean, really, like almost a teenager.

MR. JOHNSON: There you go.

MR. MCDANIEL: Thought he was, said he's an engineer, you know, that's all that he knew, that his dad did and he thought he ran a train. So ... 

MR. JOHNSON: We'll get back to that, but my Mom has a great story about a friend, Andy Fowler, of theirs and how they ended up with in Oak Ridge. World War II, engineer was what he, he was drafted for and he had engineer on his dossier.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Right, right, right.
MR. JOHNSON: So they sent him to Louisiana to be a train engineer.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? Oh, how funny.

MR. JOHNSON: And he was, I don't know if he was miserable or not, but he was educated and his sergeant didn't like him, so it goes ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MR. JOHNSON: ... Arrrr, just, educated fool...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MR. JOHNSON: So, eventually, this guy got orders, secret orders, to go somewhere else and the sergeant couldn't look at the orders.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. JOHNSON: And just made him more pissed off.

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow. (laughter)

MR. JOHNSON: So it fits in with your story about engineers.

MR. MCDANIEL: That is funny.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, really, you think your dad, you might not know anything about him. It depends what they do.

MR. MCDANIEL: And, you know, and, as you said, your dad could have been the head, he could have been... he could have been Nobel Prize winner or he could have been the fellow who emptied the trash cans.
MR. JOHNSON: Right.

MR. MCDANIEL: And they lived next door to each other, you know, in Oak Ridge, that was ...

MR. JOHNSON: And Dad always would attribute his, any reputation he might have had with the people he worked with and the talent that he was surrounded with.

MR. MCDANIEL: So ... So, what did your dad do? I mean, really, what ... ? Can you tell me some of the things that he worked on or do you ... ?

MR. JOHNSON: It was kind of sparse.

MR. MCDANIEL: Or did he ever tell you?
MR. JOHNSON: It was kind of sparse. Being a mechanical engineer, he worked for Republic Flowmeter in Chicago and they were doing work for here ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: ... went down to Fulton Bellows where the Walmart is near where UT's located now. And he asked a guy, he went back, he'd come during the war, you know. He wouldn't go to Oak Ridge, he'd just be in Knoxville and he did work for the... He'd go back. He'd ask, what are they doing in Oak Ridge? And a former physics teacher who happened to be working there said, “Well, I can't tell you ...”
MR. MCDANIEL: Uh-huh, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: “... but I'll show you. Here's a textbook, I'm going to put a bookmark at the page you might be interested in reading and I'm going to walk away and don't ask me again.”
MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. JOHNSON: So, he turned and opened the book and it was “fission.”
MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: So, Dad, even before he moved here, yeah, was, yeah...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, he sort of, he ... he had an idea.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. He worked at K-25. They did work for all the different sites, but K-25 was, of course, gaseous diffusion.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: He was big into pneumatics. Pneumatic control was big in that era. Coal fired steam plant that was out there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yes, the steam plant.
MR. JOHNSON: Controls, that's where he became, started electrical type focus in controls, but ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, which they had a lot of, I mean, K-25, I mean, that's all it was ...

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... valves and controls and steam and ...

MR. JOHNSON: Pumps.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... pumps and ...
MR. JOHNSON: Vacuum cages ...

MR. MCDANIEL: All that kind of stuff. 
MR. JOHNSON: Truly, truly.

MR. MCDANIEL: I mean, you know.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, and he saw the conversion of the coal plant to natural gas which he says is why we have natural gas in East Tennessee.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. JOHNSON: It was through the federal need for this, switch to natural gas.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Projects that he did out there like they put a “rheostat” on the power plant to be able to change the hertz to the plant. He said they never really used it.

MR. MCDANIEL: Really?
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, you know, 60 hertz is your standard, coming out of your walls.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, absolutely. Absolutely.

MR. JOHNSON: But you basically ...

MR. MCDANIEL: They could change it.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. For lack of a better word it was kind of a rheostat. You could've dialed the enrichment motors -- the whole plant -- up and down.

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow.
MR. JOHNSON: And my friends growing up, you know, they'd tell me stories about their parents and what they did. They all had just fantastical jobs. It was definitely an interesting place to do things.

MR. MCDANIEL: I'm sure because it was ... It had never been done before on that kind of scale.

MR. JOHNSON: And it's custom work, semi-custom work. K-25, of course, was production.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: Inputs, outputs, it was very much a productive, production facility. Y-12 was your custom plant.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly.
MR. JOHNSON: Custom there. And then you had your ... R&D place ...

MR. MCDANIEL: R&D place, which was X-10, sure.

MR. JOHNSON: ... the other valley.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: And they all had sort of their different personalities through that.

MR. MCDANIEL: They certainly did have different personalities. They had different cultures and, you know, they always called the ... ORNL, the country club.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. So it ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Whereas K-25 was kind of the rough and tumble of the bunch.
MR. JOHNSON: Right. Just get 'er done.

MR. MCDANIEL: Get 'er done. Happy Valley across, when that was built, that was really kind of representative of the culture of K-25. It was kind of like an old west town, people say.

MR. JOHNSON: Right, right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, it really was.

MR. JOHNSON: And Y-12 a custom place. It would cost you 10 times more to make a part at Y-12 than K-25.

MR. MCDANIEL: Absolutely.
MR. JOHNSON: It was just a different, different ilk. My sister, Ann, said that when X-10ers ended up landing at K-25, they were amazed at how quickly a work order would get done, just ... and on time and on budget.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, sure.

MR. JOHNSON: The other sites were not quite as efficient.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly. So, you grew up in Oak Ridge. You went to high school, I guess you graduated high school in Oak Ridge.

MR. JOHNSON: 1970.

MR. MCDANIEL: 1970.
MR. JOHNSON: Went through the whole late '60s thing.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right. Talk a little bit about the '60s, the late '60s, the cultural shift in the country and how, I kind of alluded to it earlier. Was Oak... Did you see a lot of, I mean, you know, we're talking, for the lack of a better term, hippies and drugs and, you know, the whole, that whole generational thing.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. The way I see it, like, my brother's a little older, so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: ... he experienced the mid-'60s.

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

MR. JOHNSON: The wonderful sunshine side of all that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly.

MR. JOHNSON: And then, I was born a few years later, so it was just a year or two or three, you're kind of in different worlds. So then you have this popularization of the, of course, the Vietnam War was all underneath ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Everything.
MR. JOHNSON: I delivered papers so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: I remember reading all those headlines from when the secretary ... the Ambassador Lodge, was it? I kind of saw that Vietnam thing grow.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: More so than the Bay of Pigs thing, I saw that Vietnam thing ...

MR. MCDANIEL: You were a little young for that.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah ... that era, so you had just so, boom, baby boom wave was just so ... created ... is why things happened ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.

MR. JOHNSON: ... it was predicated on that boom. The demographic bulge that went through.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: And I was a little bit later, so I ... the drug thing was pretty well entrenched. I think Oak Ridge tended to, we don't have drugs ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: I mean, for decades we kind of ... but it was absolutely there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: That whole experimentation and rebellion which all teenagers go through. It's always tough growing up through that age and somehow, I survived.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: Oak Ridge High School had over 600 graduates in '70. Huge school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow.
MR. JOHNSON: Very crowded and so you had all your little cliques.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: You look back on it and you go, boy, you know, I didn't like crowds, so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: ... I was sort of a loner and ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: ... so I survived all that somehow. I survived my friends and came through it Ok. My mom had relatives in World War I and, of course, she and my dad had worked, lived through World War II so you had a high respect for the reality of war.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: You just don't ... but it was that era where, you know, war and peace, what is it?

MR. MCDANIEL: Did your, now, did your older brothers, did they, were they drafted? Did they have to go?
MR. JOHNSON: No, my brother missed the draft.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: He got some sort of dispensation.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: This is a little touchy. I ended up, here I am just, you know, in a fog, right, in the '60s, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure ...
MR. JOHNSON: I was involved in Boy Scouts and this and that, but there I was in a fog and they changed the rules to the lottery so I was in the first lottery.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok, Ok.

MR. JOHNSON: Had a high number so it's one way or the other, in terms of the draft. I didn't really have to worry.

MR. MCDANIEL: Didn't really have to worry about it.
MR. JOHNSON: If I'd wanted to join, I might have joined.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: I didn't. I went to school.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: I went to school. Which reminds me of my dad, World War II.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: On four occasions he might have ended up in the military in World War II. Person his age, born 1921, how did he escape the military?

MR. MCDANIEL: Absolutely.
MR. JOHNSON: He tried to join up twice, which is what you do if you see the draft coming, you want to volunteer ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Volunteer.
MR. JOHNSON: ... and hopefully choose your ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Your ... area of service.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, your area of service. Mom said he tried to get in the submarine corps.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: At one point, a doctor says, “You're the walking dead.” Dad had a certain condition, he'd pass out.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: We can't use you. The third time the draft was coming and the boss of his company, the owner of this company got him out because he was head of the Illinois Manufacturers Association.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: And on the selective service board in Springfield, Illinois.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: So he called up Springfield and said, “You can't have my boy. We're doing war work.”
MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right, exactly.
MR. JOHNSON: That went by. The fourth time, there was no way he was going to escape. Forty-four, '43 ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: They needed bodies.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, exactly.
MR. JOHNSON: Cannon fodder. So they sent him to Oak Ridge in '44 ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: ... to work for another contractor. His boss, my dad said, his boss hated it ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: ... but the only way to keep him working on the ...

MR. MCDANIEL: On the project.
MR. JOHNSON: ... on the project was ... So that's kind of, in comparison World War II and the '60s era ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... was quite a ... quite ...

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, it's interesting, it's an interesting story about my dad. He was in the, he was in World War II and he was sent to Hickam Field two years after Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. They were getting ready, he was getting ready to be shipped to the Philippines and back then, they would give you your, your ... they would give you, before they sent you to the Philippines, they'd give you bubonic plague shots. And you would get two; you'd have one and then two weeks later you'd get the second dose. Well, the first one put him in the hospital for three days and then he got out. Two weeks later he had the second dose, it put him in the hospital for six weeks. So he missed going to the Philippines because of the reaction that he had to the shots.
MR. JOHNSON: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: Which probably was bubonic plague, which is probably what he got. But he had a fever off and on the remainder of his life 'til he was 91-years-old. Every few months he would come up with a fever that would put him in bed for two or three days.

MR. JOHNSON: It's almost like malaria.

MR. MCDANIEL: They never could figure out what it was. They thought it was Mediterranean fever for a while and his ... As he got, I guess, into his 70s and 80s, he really wanted to do research and find out what this was before everything was digitized and it was still paper. The building where all that they had, was stored in Hawaii, and it had burned down.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: At least that's what they told him. So ...
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah ... He went to the Philippines?

MR. MCDANIEL: No, he did not.
MR. JOHNSON: Ok.

MR. MCDANIEL: Because he, because they, he got put in the hospital.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. My mom's uncle didn't go either. He was head of the Illinois National Guard and it killed him.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: I mean, metaphorically.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: He was too old, they wouldn't let him go with his group to the Philippines.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: Because he did World War I and it's like ... he just, couldn't go with his boys.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, exactly. Exactly.

MR. JOHNSON: But he's stationed in DC. Yeah ... the stories ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, exactly. All right, so you graduated high school.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: And then what did you do?

MR. JOHNSON: I went to the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and I always wanted to -- and I didn't get any discouragement from my engineer dad -- wanted to major in anthropology.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: And Dr. Bass ended up here about that time.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: I was there when he first showed up, so I took every physical anthropology course in the world.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: And, but not that helped me much in my real life ... (laughter)  but I ended up being a clerk accountant here in Oak Ridge ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. JOHNSON: ... for ORAU [Oak Ridge Associated Universities] ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. JOHNSON: ... just to make a living and recently retired.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, ok.
MR. JOHNSON: Which is to say, I grew up here -- great place to grow up -- you tend to leave here what's going on in Oak Ridge. I don't have to tell you.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, absolutely.
MR. JOHNSON: But we moved back because family.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: And we raised our son here. Great place to raise a kid.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Both my wife and I. Couldn't believe it but here we are back in Oak Ridge. Every time we thought about moving out of Oak Ridge to Oliver Springs or Knoxville ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: ... or some other suburb, we'd think about it, we'd look around, well, what can you say? It's a great place to be.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: So we had a, wife and I, we had our own business for a while in Georgia so it's good to leave ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... and see other parts of the world. Speaking of military service, or whatever ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... then come back. You appreciate things.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did she grow up in Oak Ridge as well? Your wife?
MR. JOHNSON: Yes. She's definitely a hillbilly. Her folks are Knoxvillians, Friendsville, Pisgah, North Carolina area, but her mom had converted to Catholicism so she ended up at St. Mary's.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: One of the few locals in Oak Ridge. I mean, this is an import town.

MR. MCDANIEL: Absolutely.
MR. JOHNSON: People from everywhere else in the world and, of course, from the Catholics because, unusually so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: ... because people from other parts of the country, so she just ...

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, speaking of that, Catholics and Jewish ...

MR. JOHNSON: Absolutely ...

MR. MCDANIEL: ... people, communities in Oak Ridge, it was unusual in East Tennessee for your population to have those.

MR. JOHNSON: Right. So, there she was raised Roman Catholic by Dominican Chicago nuns like where my mom's from.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: And typical old style parochials, you know, put out your hand, whack! When you did something wrong. Of course it's these, St. Mary's system was even a little more acute ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Was it really?
MR. JOHNSON: ... than the public schools, because I remember all those, those Catholic kids coming out of St. Mary's, they were smarter than us.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: They were a little more prepared.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MR. JOHNSON: But my wife was of hillbilly stock, so she'd get criticized for her accent. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, is that right? Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: She'd say, yeller ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: ... and be corrected. Nowadays, you probably ... accent's supposed to be appreciated ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: Ethnic things, so ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, exactly. Exactly.

MR. JOHNSON: It may not be such a, wouldn't have been such a cruel ...

MR. MCDANIEL: So ... So you ... So you ended up coming back to Oak Ridge and working at ORAU, you said. And you're recently retired. You know, what is it about Oak Ridge that just drew you back? That just, you know ... ?
MR. JOHNSON: Well, family, mostly.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. You really realize how ... We'd moved elsewhere and we felt very distant from family.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: And we'd had a child and it's just, it's just hard raising kids if you're on your own.

MR. MCDANIEL: On your own. Yeah, absolutely.

MR. JOHNSON: It really is. It really is. That's where ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Family can come in handy.
MR. JOHNSON: ... family can come in very handy.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: There's nothing like that. You realize that the older you get.

MR. MCDANIEL: And it was, Oak Ridge was home. You grew up here, I mean, you were, it was comfortable.

MR. JOHNSON: Sure. And I'd bump into friends I grew up with and we'd talk about Pine Valley or the football games, Jefferson High School and the fun we had and that sort of thing.

MR. MCDANIEL: What are some of the things you were involved in, in the community?

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, well, I'm really good at staying busy. I have a hard time saying, no. So, currently I'm with the ORCMA, Oak Ridge Civic Music Association Chorus.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah. Well, that's the nice thing. I got involved in choral singing and what a great way ... It's unauditioned.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.

MR. JOHNSON: This is an advertisement here.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, exactly.

MR. JOHNSON: Just called the ORCMA office and, we'll fit you in. But 30 to 50 singers and that keeps me busy. Church life is great. Again, choral, I do a lot of, singing in the choir there.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: And Ecumenical Storehouse, which is a unique sort of organization because you don't find similar, similar organizations like it because it's sort of the fine space we live in Oak Ridge and very little past Oak Ridge, there's stuff available that people can give away.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: And the Ecumenical Storehouse collects those things, donations, and then we send them out to people who are having acute need.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: Fire, flood, domestic abuse, whatever ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... who have to suddenly be in a new place and they need furniture and household goods.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.

MR. JOHNSON: So Ecumenical Storehouse is what ... And we were talking earlier about the Oak Ridge Playhouse ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... which I love. It's called the Playhouse for a very good reason. It's a great place to go volunteer and play.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, exactly. And your mother talked about -- when we interviewed your mother -- she talked about playing, I mean, in the early days, playing the piano for the melodramas...
MR. JOHNSON: Right, right.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... at the Playhouse.
MR. JOHNSON: She didn't tell you the story about when the lights went out.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: At the Grove Center, they were putting on a melodrama at the Grove Center. The lights went out.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: It was in the summer, they had... It was a winter scene. 

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. JOHNSON: And they lit candles in cans to finish this play. And they were, everyone was dying from the heat.

MR. MCDANIEL: I'm sure.
MR. JOHNSON: Back before air conditioning. Well, I think the air conditioning was out, too.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MRS. JOHNSON (OFF CAMERA): The windows nailed shut.

MR. JOHNSON: The windows were nailed shut.

MR. MCDANIEL: The windows were nailed shut. Ok.

MR. JOHNSON: So there's a lot of, got a lot of good memories and stories in Oak Ridge. You know, there's plenty to do in Oak Ridge. There's places to walk, ride your bike and, as I'm older, I need exercise.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you probably look back at your childhood growing up in Oak Ridge and have a sense of, you know, it really was pretty nice.

MR. JOHNSON: Truly. Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: I mean ... One are the things that, not growing up in Oak Ridge but I've been here for 25 years. I grew up in Kingston so I tell people I practically grew up in Oak Ridge, you know. 

MR. JOHNSON: Of course,

MR. MCDANIEL: If we had to go anywhere to shop, we had to come to Oak Ridge.

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, absolutely.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, but I can remember, you know, Mom and Dad loading us up in the car on Friday night and driving to the shopping center and, you know, us standing outside the Federal Bakery and smelling the, you know, the ...

MR. JOHNSON: Oh, I can still smell it.

MR. MCDANIEL: ... the doughnuts and Mom going shopping, so ...
MR. JOHNSON: Of course, we went to Skyway Drive-in.

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah.
MR. JOHNSON: In the drive-in era.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure. Absolutely, absolutely. But it's ... It's a good place now to grow old.

MR. JOHNSON: A lot of folks are ... the local chamber doesn't advertise, come here and retire, because it just happens.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: They don't need to work on that.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: And I think they're, I think they're, of course, the local folks would like more young people to come in.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, of course.
MR. JOHNSON: And that's sort of happening. But Oak Ridge has turned into a bedroom community for Knoxville. 

MR. MCDANIEL: For Knoxville.
MR. JOHNSON: When I first said that to folks in the '80s, they were proud Oak Ridgers.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure.
MR. JOHNSON: No, we're not a bedroom community for the rest of the world. But the reality is there. It's changed over these years, but, again, we're still a community.

MR. MCDANIEL: And the medical, the medical business in Oak Ridge has gotten really, has grown. I'm not sure people saw that happening but it's because it is such a grey, greying community, it's a good place for someone who has medical needs to be so they don't have to go to Knoxville.
MR. JOHNSON: Well, look at the retirement centers that have opened up and the Guest House that was redone ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, absolutely.

MR. JOHNSON: ... as an independent/assisted living ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Assisted living.
MR. JOHNSON: ... it's a wonderful place to be. One reason we don't move out of Oak Ridge, we're four minutes from the hospital.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: If, God forbid, something should happen, but that's a good reason to camp out here.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, if anybody has a ... wants a good story about that, a warning, a lesson learned, it's the story of Bill Wilcox. When Bill, he, I guess a year or so before he passed away, Bill woke up one morning and said, “Something's wrong, Jeanie.”
MR. JOHNSON: Oh, I've heard that story.

MR. MCDANIEL: Said, “Something's wrong, Jeanie.” And by this time his wife couldn't drive or didn't drive anymore and she said, “We need to go to the hospital.” Of course, he lived just right around the corner.

MR. JOHNSON: Like us.

MR. MCDANIEL: And went down the hill and over to the hospital and he walked in the lobby and had a massive heart attack.

MR. JOHNSON: He drove.

MR. MCDANIEL: He drove himself.

MR. JOHNSON: He did not call 911.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly. 

MR. JOHNSON: I've heard that story.

MR. MCDANIEL: He drove himself to the hospital.
MR. JOHNSON: Son of a gun got in the car and drove ... (laughter) That sounds like Bill.

MR. MCDANIEL: Drove and he, you know, he, the only reason he survived that -- that -- was because he was in the lobby of the hospital.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: You know, when it happened. So ...

MR. JOHNSON: If you're out in the middle of Cumberland County ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, yeah, exactly.

MR. JOHNSON: ... though response time is very good there ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, sure, oh, sure.
MR. JOHNSON: ... you're talking 15 minutes.

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly, exactly. That can be life or death.

MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, sure enough.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, is there anything else you want to tell me about? Anything else, you know, we've had a little bit of a different perspective from, you're a second generation Oak Ridger is what I would call you from the original folks like your mother and your father who came here.

MR. JOHNSON: Well, I encourage folks to come to town and even live in the middle of town.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right.
MR. JOHNSON: In the cemesto area, Kroger's is even closer to us than it was before. (laughter) I mean, life just gets better.

MR. MCDANIEL: Sure, sure, absolutely. Absolutely. You could live in Kroger. I mean, they could lock you in there and you could stay for weeks.
MR. JOHNSON: Yeah, they would never know. Crawl underneath the coat rack, you know. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: Exactly. All right, well thank you Roger, I appreciate you taking time to talk with us.

MR. JOHNSON: Thanks for having me.
[End of Interview]

[Editor’s Note: Portions of this transcript have been edited at Mr. Johnson’s request. The corresponding audio and video components have remained unchanged.]
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