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METHODIST MEDICAL CENTER ORAL HISTORY:

DR. EARL EVERSOLE AND WIFE, CONNIE EVERSOLE

Interviewed by William (Bill) J. Wilcox, Jr.

August 21, 2008

MR. WILCOX: This is Bill Wilcox and I’m talking on August 28, 2008, to Dr. Earl Eversole and Connie Eversole about their association with our hospital over the years.  Earl, I know you were a surgeon, how about telling me when you came to Oak Ridge?
DR. EVERSOLE: I came to Oak Ridge in 1959, but I had lived in Oak Ridge 1944 to 1947 and I graduated from high school here, so Oak Ridge was not foreign to me.  I liked the staff they had here and they had just removed a Doctor whose integrity was less than what they would allow -- this impressed me with their high standards, not just words.  
MR. WILCOX: When you left after high school, I guess you left to go to college or medical school?
DR. EVERSOLE: Yes.

MR. WILCOX: Where was that?

DR. EVERSOLE: I went to college at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville and then to the University of Tennessee in Memphis for medical school and then interned back in Knoxville.  As a 1st Lieutenant in the Air Force I was then assigned (after I finished my internship) to temporary duty at Randolph Air Force Base in Texas for Flight Surgeon training in route to the Far East.  I then spent a year in Korea where I met Connie.

MR. WILCOX: You met Connie there?

DR. EVERSOLE: I met Connie there and later we were married in Tokyo.
MR. WILCOX: Is that right?  

DR. EVERSOLE: So we came from Korea back to Miami.  Everybody that served in Korea got sort of a nice place to go to when they came back to the United States.  We were sent down to Miami to train “weekend warriors” that is Reservists.

MR. WILCOX: Were you doing general surgery there?

DR. EVERSOLE: Well, I was Flight Surgeon and Commanding Officer of the medical group there.  In addition we also had a veterinary group under me that inspected all the fish that was bought for the armed services from fish companies in Miami.

MR. WILCOX: Wow.

DR. EVERSOLE: They inspected all of it for the Army, Navy, Air Force, Coast Guard.  All the fish purchased was inspected by them.  On our weekends off, they would take us out on their boats and let us fish off the coast.  

MR. WILCOX: A nice place to serve?
DR. EVERSOLE: It was.  But then I wanted to do a Surgery Residency, so I was looking around.  I looked in Georgia, wrote some letters up East, then I ran into one of my cohorts from medical school, and he said, “Where you really should look is up in North Carolina, because last year they started medical school, a four year program up there, and they have accumulated a tremendous teaching staff up there”.  He said, “I’m going to Georgia because I want to get through, but if I was going to start all over right now I would go to North Carolina.”  So I went up to North Carolina and interviewed and was accepted up there and we moved to Chapel Hill, N.C.  We spent five years in training up there.  Next I was looking around for a place to practice.  I had taken the Florida medical boards during that time and passed and thought maybe I wanted to go to Florida.  But we never could find a place down there that I really liked.  They had a little skull-duggery going on down there where, when a surgeon went into an area, he had to line up some general practitioners and then rebate them for sending him patients.  I would have no part of that.  So we decided not to go to Florida and one of my classmates from medical school (actually my roommate in Phi Chi fraternity) was in General Practice here in Oak Ridge.  I talked to him and there was a vacancy here; a surgeon here who was looking for a partner.

MR. WILCOX: Who was that?

DR. EVERSOLE: Dr. Bob Bigelow.  I came into practice here with him.  I practiced with him for about a year and then I decided I would open my own office.  I opened my own office in the old Medical Arts building which was part of the army’s office building.  My office was right next to Dr. Avery (Bud) King, who was an Urologist here.  

MR. WILCOX: Avery?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yeah.  We became very close friends, I enjoyed practicing over there, and they were only thirty-nine doctors on the staff at that time.  

MR. WILCOX: This year was what?

DR. EVERSOLE: In 1959, there were thirty-nine doctors.
MR. WILCOX: Interesting.  That was the same year that the Methodist’s Holston Conference took over the hospital.  Actually they didn’t begin as owners until July 1, 1960 but the referendum that decided the ownership question was in 1959.

DR. EVERSOLE: Yes.
MR. WILCOX: Well let’s stop in your story for just a minute and let me pick up with Connie, I want to know something about what Connie was doing over in Korea?

MRS. EVERSOLE: When I graduated from nursing and passed my Pennsylvania State Boards I worked at the University of Pennsylvania General Hospital.  
Then I decided I wanted to join the Air Force, so I could travel.  Which I did and, about the end of 1950 and the beginning 1951, I worked in Michigan with the Air Force.  I signed up for Anesthesia School and got educated by means of the Air Force.  I went to Mount Carmel Mercy Hospital for my anesthesia training.  Then I took my National Boards in California at Stanford University and passed those.

MR. WILCOX: You did move around?
MRS. EVERSOLE: Yeah, and they sent me to Travis Air Force Base in California which was their large, large hospital and neurological center.  I stayed there for about four months, and then got orders to go to Korea.  I went to Korea, and when I got there Earl was Commander for medicine of the Fourth Fighter Interceptor Wing.  He did surgery on my side of the base, in no uniform, just khakis, you know.  It was really Quonset hut living.  I think the way I met him was that they were touring me around the Base and he was giving anesthesia for an elective surgery, which was an appendectomy or something.   
DR. EVERSOLE: No, it was war wound.

MR. WILCOX: War wound, ok. 
MRS. EVERSOLE: It was a war wound that the patient had and they were doing a repair. 

MR. WILCOX: He was giving the anesthesia?
MRS. EVERSOLE: Yes, they introduced me to the people operating and to this doctor giving the anesthesia and he asked if I would like to take over and give the anesthesia?  I said, “No, you started it, you can finish it.”  I finished my tour around the base and it was a small unit over there.  We were a movable unit and we were five miles from the first marine base so that’s where we met.  I gave anesthesia and he did operations and we came back to the states and of course you heard him say we lived in Miami Springs for a year and five years up in Chapel Hill and forty-nine years here.
MR. WILCOX: That’s a great story.  Tell me, when he came to Oak Ridge to work as a surgeon in 1959, you were with him?
MRS. EVERSOLE: Oh, yes.  Well he came first, because I had to stay in Chapel Hill, N.C. to sell our house there.  But he came first and lived with the Bigelow’s for about three months.  There were no rental units available here at that time.  So Dr. Ball, who was head of the X-ray department at the hospital, had a home on Dixie Lane that he wanted to sell, so he leased it to us for one year with the option to buy.  But we decided not to buy the house and moved to Aspen Lane in East Village, they started opening things around here as far as buying lots to build in Emory Valley and that’s what we did.

MR. WILCOX: Very good.  When I was elected to the board first in 1963, I made some notes that I kept and this one page here says that in 1963, Earl was elected Chief of Surgery, so I’m sure you knew the rest of the medical staff listed here?

DR. EVERSOLE: Oh yes:  Raymond Johnson, Frank Genella, Andy Wachtel, Bill Pugh, Lewis Preston, Charles Gurney, Avery King, John De Persio -- all good friends of mine.  
MR. WILCOX: How did the medical staff select the Chief of the various staffs then?  Was it a formal procedure?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, we had staff meetings one night a month, a formal staff meeting.  People were nominated and elected to serve in those roles.  

MR. WILCOX: For each of the disciplines, also?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yes.

MR. WILCOX: About how many surgeons would you say were here in those years?

DR. EVERSOLE: There were four surgeons.

MR. WILCOX: Four?  Who else besides Dr. Bigelow?

DR. EVERSOLE: Dana Nance, Henry Ruley, and me. 
MR. WILCOX: What was the medical staff meetings like?  Did you talk about operation of the hospital at all?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, we talked a little bit about everything.  This staff had always been very determined that people were actually doing what they were supposed to be doing and not doing something they were not supposed to be doing.  

MR. WILCOX: As far as supporting medical staff, you mean?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yeah, and absolutely honest.  There was to be no skull duggery on the medical staff here, so we had a very active Credentials Committee that reviewed the backgrounds of everybody that came in and gradually over the years as we got more and more staff, these people were all carefully selected  -- they had the right training.  And they were the right kind of people, so we ended up with a tremendous medical staff, really excellent medical staff for a hospital this size.  The one reason I came here as I said before they had removed a doctor from the staff who was seeing things through a cystoscope that didn’t exist.  
MR. WILCOX: Really?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, they removed him the year before I came.  

MR. WILCOX: So the staff policed itself?  

DR. EVERSOLE: Oh yes, very much so.  To keep from having trouble down the line, we carefully selected the people that came in.  

MR. WILCOX: So some doctor that was looking for a job just didn’t decide he was going to come practice in Oak Ridge?  He had to submit his resume, credentials, to the medical staff?
DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, we had a Credentials Committee, that went over all that and then they had to come for an interview.  They were interviewed by two or three of us on the medical staff, whoever was on the Credentials Committee at that time.

MR. WILCOX: Well that is an aspect I was not aware of that accounts for some of the high quality we have had, because the medical staff did care a great deal about the quality of the care?
DR. EVERSOLE: Absolutely.  

MR. WILCOX: One of the big incidents of that first decade you all were here was the hospital strike in 1966, by the operating staff-- orderlies, support staff seeking recognition of the BSEIU 
 union.  I was on the ORHMC Board of Trustees at the time- a major event - a 51 day strike we just hated to see happening.  Some of the RN’s went out on strike, too.  Connie, were you involved in that strike?

MRS. EVERSOLE: No, not at all.

MR. WILCOX: You didn’t go out and…

MRS. EVERSOLE: Picket? 

MR. WILCOX: With the nurses?

MRS. EVERSOLE: No.  I moved here in 1959, three months later than Earl because I had to sell the house in NC.  We had three young children I wanted to be at home with when they came home from school.  So I took ten years off to raise the children and then I went back to work.  I was needed badly to help in Earl’s office  -- relieved the nurses there at vacation time, and gradually took on more and more responsibilities until they had me working full time!  I worked there for nineteen years, and of course though I had some contact with the hospital all those years I really wasn’t an employee of the hospital.  

DR. EVERSOLE: I recall several little anecdotes of old times, would you care to hear some?
MR. WILCOX: I would love to have them.
DR. EVERSOLE: In the winter of 1959 and 1960 there was a tremendous amount of snow here, about 14 inches twice!  Dr. John Crews who was a General Practitioner here and had a little British Triumph that he loved.  One day he was driving his Triumph to the hospital and he got it up on a big hump of snow and his wheels would not hit the ground.  Dr. Bill Hardy was a Pediatrician here at that time, sort of a joker, and he saw John’s car out there he went and got a wooden piece that looked like a wind up key and he stuck that on the trunk of John Crews’ car and everybody had a big laugh.  Getting back to the strike we Doctors all hated the strike because for a hospital to function you have to have the RNs and you have to have orderlies, those are the two key people in the hospital.  So with some of the RNs going out it with the operating personnel it was really bad.  One day during the strike an ambulance brought in a girl into the emergency room who had a tractor fall over on her and she had a ruptured liver.  I was on call.  Her mother who came in with her was an RN on strike!  She brought her to this emergency room and had me operate on her.  We saved the girl and she did have to have a couple more operations, but eventually she had complete regeneration of her liver, went on to live a normal life.  
MR. WILCOX: Wonderful….traumatic!  

DR. EVERSOLE: But her mother would not….even though she was on strike, she wouldn’t send her to another hospital; she brought her to this hospital.  

MR. WILCOX: Because she knew she would get the kind of care she could not get somewhere else, probably?
DR. EVERSOLE: That is right.

MR. WILCOX: Wonderful, that is good testimony.  That was a difficult time. 
DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, it was.   You want to hear something about the Overlook Mental Health Center?

MR. WILCOX: Yes, love to.

DR. EVERSOLE: Ok.  When John Kennedy was president in the 1960’s, they passed a bill, the only significant bill his administration passed, was to provide matching funds for community mental health centers.  The Kennedys had a cousin or other relative who had mental problems so they passed the mental health bill.  I was on the Board for the mental health center after I came here because at the University of North Carolina I was a consultant to the Psychiatric Department and in medical school I had worked in a neuropsychiatric hospital for two years, so mental health was important to me.  I served on the Board of the Mental Health Center, and after the bill was passed we finally got to the point we said we need something besides an E-2 apartment building for Mental Health.  So in 1968 we decided we would put on a campaign to raise the funds.  At that time, we had a very active and productive Junior Chamber of Commerce here and they wanted to be the fund raisers, they just dived into it.  We needed some Federal help and Rep. Senator Howard Baker Sr. was on the Ways and Means Committee at that time and we had a meeting with him and he promised us he would give us help from the congressional standpoint.  The Ways and Means committee was very powerful, so we did accomplish our goals.  But, we got down to the last $13,000 we needed and the City Council came up with that.  So we had our Mental Health Center go up and we started in.
MR. WILCOX: That’s how Ridgeview got it start?

DR. EVERSOLE: That is how it got its start.  Of course they have added on since then but this was in 1969 when we completed that first part.  We had a tremendous Board at that time.  

MR. WILCOX: Remember some of the people that were on it?
DR. EVERSOLE: George Flack, Sara Catron, Judge T. L .Sieber, Norman Beeler (labor leader), and The Rev. Moultrie McIntosh were on the Board.
MR. WILCOX: Who was the mover and shaker of the junior chamber at that time?

DR. EVERSOLE: I can’t remember that.

MR. WILCOX: Was that Eugene Joyce?

DR. EVERSOLE: Eugene Joyce was on our board, maybe on the Jay-Cees Board  
MR. WILCOX: He was a great Community leader, very active. 
DR. EVERSOLE: He did a great job for us.  We got the thing built in 1969.

MR. WILCOX: Well that is a fantastic story about how Oak Ridge got our Ridgeview mental health center, I am so glad you told us that.  Did that result in the building being built where it is?
DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, the building faced the hospital; the first floor was built first.  

MR. WILCOX: Did it open in 1969?

DR. EVERSOLE: 1969.  

MR. WILCOX: With staff and so on?

DR. EVERSOLE: Well, we had Dr. Sam Pieper and his wife Joan, who were both Psychiatrists and both good people.  They came in and took over and they spent a month training everybody that worked in that hospital to get them ready to take care of patients who came in there.  So they were well trained everything went well.  After a year or so, though most of our funding came from the State, the funds were for operating expenses and they always stayed one quarter behind which made us have a difficult time.  It became apparent after about a year or two years we needed more beds to make a going concern out of it, so we did build a second portion on it to add more beds.  
MR. WILCOX: It was always a separate institution from the hospital?

DR. EVERSOLE: Yes, correct.  But it certainly filled the need for the hospital.

MR. WILCOX: It certainly gave an additional aspect of healthcare to the Oak Ridge committee?
DR. EVERSOLE: That is right.

MR. WILCOX: What about your final years at the Oak Ridge?  When did you retire, Earl?

DR. EVERSOLE: I retired in 1991. 

MR. WILCOX: After how many years?

DR. EVERSOLE: Thirty two years.

MR. WILCOX: Wonderful?  Connie did you retire at the same time?

MRS. EVERSOLE: I retired in June 1991 and Earl retired in September 1991.  And I might add, though I doubt anyone will care, but while Earl and I were at the University of North Carolina for the five years, I worked at the University in the Anesthesiology department to help my husband get through his residency.  They didn’t pay Doctors anything at that time during their residency.  

MR. WILCOX: They didn’t?      
MRS. EVERSOLE: The residents paid the hospitals for staying in their Call Rooms.  Three nights a week and every other weekend.  

MR. WILCOX: But overall you’ve had a wonderful career?
MRS. EVERSOLE: A lot of good memories.

MR. WILCOX: Do you have any further memories or stories that you want to tell us?

MRS. EVERSOLE: We had many, many good friend here who we really love.  Good people and Dr. Keese and his wife Thea are still our best friends.  They live in Florida now.  But we see them often, once or twice a year.  He was in practice with Dr. Guy Fortney.  They were here maybe eighteen or nineteen years and then they moved to Florida.  

MR. WILCOX: To retire?  Did he practice down there?

MRS. EVERSOLE: No, practiced down there, he has retired now.  Earl was his best man when he got married and they have been friends from way back. 
DR. EVERSOLE:   We were roommates in medical school.    

MRS. EVERSOLE: But the people of Oak Ridge are great.  As you know you have more contact with them than I do.  It is a good place to live.  

MR. WILCOX: It has been a wonderful place for Jeanie and me.

MRS. EVERSOLE: In North Carolina, one of the attending physicians was Dr. Warner Wells.  He was in the Army during World War II and they sent him to Hiroshima after World War II to do a survey of the damage that was done there and the effects of the radiation.  He came up and wrote the book “Hiroshima Diary” and he was back up at North Carolina and he gave me an autographed copy of his book but he also taught me how to make Brunswick stew, which I still make.  That is an indirect connection to Oak Ridge.

MR. WILCOX: Well I certainly have enjoyed talking to both of you and these are nice memories that I am glad we can make a record of…we will transcribe it and we will have a chance to let you look it over, some of the names we want to be sure we have correct and so.  

MRS. EVERSOLE: This is a big job you are doing and I think it is really wonderful that you all are doing it. .

MR. WILCOX: We are getting some fantastic stories and I hope the book will appeal to a lot of people, so we thank you very, very much.

[End of Interview]        
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