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MR. HUNNICUTT: 
This interview is for the Center for Oak Ridge Oral History. The date is March 17, 2015. I’m Don Hunnicutt in the home of Henry McKown and Helen McKown, 102 Emory Lane, Oak Ridge, Tennessee, to take their oral history about living in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.
MR. HUNNICUTT: 
First, Helen, let’s start with you. Would you please state your name, place of birth, and date, please?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
My name is Helen McKown. I was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, on July 29, 1923.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What was your maiden name?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
My maiden name was Helen Louise Howes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What was your parents’ name?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
My father was Frank Trombley Howes. 

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
And your mother’s maiden name?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Minnie Duensing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What did your father do for a living?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
He was a civil engineer.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did your mother work?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, she taught school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you have sisters and brothers?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I did have a brother. He’s dead now.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What was his name?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
His name was George Howes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you remember his birth date?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
The same day. He was born two hours after I was.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What about your grandparents’ names on your mother’s side?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
On my mother’s side, it was Wilhelmina Duensing. The father was Louis Duensing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Where do they live?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
They grew up in Germany, came to the states I think right after the Civil War.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you recall what your grandfather did for a living?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
He was a miller in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Henry, would you state your full name and place of birth and date, please?

MR. MCKOWN: 
My name is Henry Story McKown.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
And the place of birth and date?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Rochester, New York.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What was your father and mother’s name?

MR. MCKOWN: 
My father was Samuel Campbell McKown. My mother was Louise Story.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What type of work did your father do?

MR. MCKOWN: 
He worked in a small pastry flour mill in Rochester, New York.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did your mother work?

MR. MCKOWN: 
No.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you have brothers and sisters?

MR. MCKOWN: 
I have one sister.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What is her name?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Mary McKown Cunningham.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Let me go back to you, Helen. Tell me about the school when you went to school, and where was it?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I went to a school, elementary school, in St. Paul. I think it was Richard Gordon or something. I went there from kindergarten through half of seventh grade. My twin brother and I were not in the same classes at all after kindergarten. I didn’t have any rivalry with him. It was just the way we were growing up.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did you think that was unusual that he wasn’t in class with you?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No, I didn’t think it was unusual. He had a nearsightedness problem, and so that kept him from being as swift at reading as I was. We’ll put it that way.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Tell me what the dress was for a girl in those days.
MRS. MCKOWN: 
We always wore dresses. In the winter we could wear leggings, but we always wore dresses.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What were leggings made from?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Woolish.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Describe if you can remember a typical setting of the classroom where you went to school.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
There were desks, and each person had a desk. We traveled – after the third grade, we traveled to different rooms around the school, to different teachers.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
For different subjects?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
For different subjects.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What are some of the subjects you recall taking?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I remember history particularly because the teacher was the kind of person who would make sure you remembered history. I remember going to singing classes, music classes. Other than that, I don’t remember. I guess we had a homeroom and then the special classes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did you enjoy school?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes. Yes, I enjoyed it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
That was through the seventh grade, did you say?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Part of seventh grade.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
And after the seventh grade, what school did you go to?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I went to Marie Sanford Junior High School.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What were the grades in the junior high?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
It was the rest of seventh grade and up through ninth grade.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What did you notice different between the elementary grade school and when you moved to junior high? Do you recall?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, the students were different. We were mixed with children from other schools. That was more stimulating.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
How far away was your home from the school?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I walked to school both ways, half a mile maybe.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What were the winters like when you were growing up?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
It was cold. Snow was deep sometimes, not like we’re having now – or the length of it. But we walked to school. There was no closing of school mostly. I don’t remember closing. If I do… If we were not going to elementary, I don’t remember. I remember walking one time to Central High School, and it was only 20 below. I got there, and I had to walk home again because it was closed.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What type of clothing did you wear for 20 below temperatures?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
It wasn’t leggings. It was ski pants, snow pants.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Were you warm?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes. I still wear wool clothing in the wintertime here.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Let’s go back to you, Henry. Tell me about your schooling. Do you recall your elementary days?

MR. MCKOWN: 
We just had two schools. They were kindergarten and up to… I’m not quite sure what it was. Seventh or eighth grade, something like that. And then I went to the Monroe High School, which is from there all the way on through 12th grade.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
How far did you live from the school?

MR. MCKOWN: 
It was a half-mile to the grade school, and about a mile and a quarter to the high school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did you walk to school each day?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Most of the time. Usually we could get a parent to take us to school. We always walked home.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
How were the winters where you grew up?

MR. MCKOWN: 
We had lots of snow. Rochester and Buffalo are on the Great Lakes, and they have a lot of snow.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you recall the house that you grew up in, what it looked like?
MR. MCKOWN: 
It was a two-story house – kitchen, dining room, living room, and front hall, and three bedrooms upstairs.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did you have your own bedroom?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Were you required to do chores when you were growing up?

MR. MCKOWN: 
I think all I remember is doing the dishes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
That’s a chore.

MR. MCKOWN: 
My father did the washing, and my sister and I and Mother did the drying and putting things away.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What were some of the things you did for enjoyment or fun during your schooldays?

MR. MCKOWN: 
We lived about between a quarter and a half-mile from the city park. In the wintertime, it had ice-skating there. Then there was a baseball field and things like that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Were you very athletic?
MR. MCKOWN: 
Not really, no. I worked at it, but I was not. I was never good enough to be on a school team.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
But you liked to play sports with the other kids?
MR. MCKOWN: 
Yes. We could go out in this field and this park and set up your own baseball thing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Were your parents strict on you?

MR. MCKOWN: 
They were very nice.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Let me ask you the same question, Helen. Were your parents strict with you and your brother?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I guess Mother was a little bit more strict. I know my father was not.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What did you do for fun and enjoyment, other than going to school?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Playing with the kids on the block. We did all kinds of things. Boys would get out and have a baseball game or football game, and we would watch. In the evenings in the summer we played games in our neighbors’ yards and so forth. Hide and Seek type things.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Was the neighborhood pretty friendly with each other, everybody was cordial and blended together in those days?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, I think so.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did you play in the street a lot?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, we could play in the street. We didn’t have any problems with that. Cars weren’t that prolific then.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did you have a job growing up?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
My brother sold – delivered the newspapers and had a magazine route that he delivered to people. I inherited part of his magazine route when I was a kid.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you recall how much you made off of that?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Not very much.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
How about you, Henry? Did you have a job you were growing up?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Not really. I did work in my father’s flour mill.
MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall what some of your job duties were?

MR. MCKOWN: 
They had these machines where you fill the five pounds of flour in the bag or 12 pounds or 24 pounds and that sort of thing. I used to ride in their delivery trucks. See, they had to deliver the stuff to the stores, and the places where cakes and things were made.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Helen, describe what your house looked like when you are growing up.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
It was as Hank’s was – a two floor house with a basement and an attic. I think it had an attic.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
When you graduated from high school, what did you do to further your education?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I went to a junior college for two years.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What was the name of the junior college?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Stephens College. It was in Columbia, Missouri.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What did you study?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Just the liberal arts-type study with the field of going into education, but just the basic things you have for freshman and sophomore classes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
When you left home, can you remember how it was not living at home anymore?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes. It was very different. It was an all-girl school, and it was dormitory-style. I had never lived with any girls before. It was interesting to get used to all these girls from the South and the West.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Were you a good student?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Average.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Hank, what did you do after you graduated? Do you recall the high school that you graduated from?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Monroe High School.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What did you do to further your education?
MR. MCKOWN: 
I went to Williams College in Massachusetts.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What did you major in?
MR. MCKOWN: 
Chemistry, minor in physics and mathematics.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Tell me how you got involved with the Manhattan Project.

MR. MCKOWN: 
1939, World War II started in Europe. We were in Ontario, Canada, on vacation, and the Nazis invaded Paris. There was some concern about whether I would be able to get back into the United States because my parents were worried. Was I escaping, trying to escape from the war? No, I wasn’t. I lived in Rochester, New York.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
But were you recruited for the Manhattan Project? Did someone…?
MR. MCKOWN: 
The United States became involved in the world war when I was a sophomore in college. In my junior year, I came through just a regular schedule. Then the war was on. The Army was looking for people to be soldiers. I wasn’t anxious to be a soldier. The Fall semester we put it into the summer. We had no Summer vacation. The the second half of senior year, was 1 October to the first of the year. While I was in college, a month before the end – or two months before – somebody from Columbia University was looking for people to come to the project, and they said “Do you want to come?” I said “Yes. Is there a way to get out of the Army?” They said “Yes. No problem.” I had a father who was in World War I. He was not in the fighting because he was a little bit older. He came right at the end of World War I.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you remember what year it was you came to Oak Ridge?

MR. MCKOWN: 
I started at the Manhattan Project in December 1942.

Insert at the McKown’s request:  In December 1942, some Williams students went to work for the Manhattan Project. I was sent to Columbia University in New York and worked in the chemistry research section on heavy water. Three of the Williams students came to Oak Ridge into uranium research.


After about six months of that, they said, “Do you want to go to Canada?” I said, “Sure.” I was asked to go to Trail, British Columbia, to work on the Heavy Water Project there under the Manhattan Project. When I got to Trail, my job was more engineering. “Do you know how to run a mass spectrometer?” I stepped back and said, “I don’t even know what a mass spectrometer is.” I learned to use it. I stayed in British Columbia about 14 months and just loved the place.
MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you know why that particular area was chosen for that project?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Yes. There were four heavy water projects in North America – three in the United States and the one in Canada. I had more connection with the one in Canada. Every shipment of heavy water I analyzed on the mass spectrometer. It was shipped to a project at the Hanford Plant.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
So after 14 months in Canada, where did you go from there?
MR. MCKOWN: 
I came back to New York. They said “You don’t work for Columbia anymore. You work for Union Carbide.” Carbide had taken over the contract for the…

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Manhattan Project. When you are at Columbia and you went to work for Union Carbide, where did you work?

MR. MCKOWN: 
New York.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
There at Columbia?
MR. MCKOWN: 
No, the ramp garage about half a mile away from the campus.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What were you doing then?
MR. MCKOWN: 
Just about everything. Just instrumentation. I was never in research. It was more of development and that sort of thing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
How long did you work in that location?

MR. MCKOWN: 
The war was over in 1945. The laboratory that was set up there, they had to take it all apart. There was a little place down in Tennessee called Dog Patch. When I had to go there for about a year after the war was over to clean up the stuff and ship it to Oak Ridge, I didn’t know where Oak Ridge was. It was a place where the farmer said, “One side of the horse had longer legs than the other.” 
MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Helen, let me ask you – after you got of school, what did you do?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
After I graduated from the junior college, I went to the University of Minnesota and got my degree in early childhood education in 1945. Dr. Blankenship had interviewed us earlier that year, and we had applied and we were accepted; but we had to not know when we were going to go because apparently had to go through all this clearance routine.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
You’re referring to Dr. Blankenship that was of the school administration?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, he was the superintendent of schools. I guess I had been accepted, but we didn’t know when we were coming. The bomb was dropped. Of course as soon as the papers came out, there was all kinds of stuff about Oak Ridge. I went around my neighbors and said “That’s where I’m going,” and three weeks later I was here in Oak Ridge to teach school at the beginning of September.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Did Dr. Blankenship personally interview you?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you recall what he said about Oak Ridge or why he wanted you to come?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
He didn’t ask me why I wanted to come, except that – did I want to teach? I said “Yes.” I was eager to explore the world, and I thought this would be a good place to work during a war.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What do you remember about clearances…?
MRS. MCKOWN:
The one thing I remember about it, I asked him if I was going to teach kindergarten, could I take my children on a field trip to a farm? He got this funny look on his face, and he sort of hemmed and hawed and said “Well, it’s a possibility.” Now I know why. When I got here, now I knew why I couldn’t take them on a trip. But we found lots of things to do, trips in Oak Ridge to do.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Do you remember anything about the classification process that you went through?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
How did you get to Oak Ridge when you came?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I got on a train in St. Paul, and we came down to Chicago. I guess we picked up a girl there who was also in our class. The four of us were on the same train. I didn’t know that they were until we almost got off. They had bought tickets to Edgemoor Gate. My ticket went to Knoxville. I was uncertain about getting off at Edgemoor Gate, so I went on into Knoxville.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
So the train actually stopped at Edgemoor and let them off?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
It let them off, and they had somebody there to pick them up. By the time I got to Knoxville, there was nobody to greet me there so I called the schools. I was told, “Yes, go across the street to the… (there was a hotel sort of thing) … and there’s a bus stop. A bus will pick you up and take you to Oak Ridge.” Then what was I supposed to do? I walked up to the high school. Oak Ridge was an interesting spot. The entranceway was not beautiful, to put it mildly. I wasn’t certain that I liked the looks of it. Then we stopped at the bus stop, and I got my two little suitcases and trudged up to the high school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Where was a high school located?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
The high school was up on Kentucky Avenue above the football field.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
So you rode the bus from Knoxville into Oak Ridge. Do you recall where the bus let you off?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
At the bus station, the central bus station.

MR. MCKOWN: 
The bus station was the largest bus station in the whole United States.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
The bus system in Oak Ridge in that day was quite large for the number of people that were here. When you first came and got off the bus and kind of looked around, what do you remember your impression might have been?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I had a brief idea that I might just turn around and walk back, ride back home. But I didn’t. While the four of us were on the train, we sort of arranged that we would try to live together. When I got up to the high school, they said “Yes, you’re going to be in Cortland Hall, and your friends are waiting for you down there.”

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Where was Cortland Hall located?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
On the corner where now is the Bank of Tennessee, across from the Sonic.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
That was a dormitory?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
It was a dormitory.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Was that just for women?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you have a roommate at the time?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes. My roommate was one of the girls that we were at school together.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Can you remember what the dormitory inside the room looked like?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
We were in a corner room, so a heating pipe went on two walls all the way around. There were two beds and I think two bureaus. There was a central bathroom.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Was that quite different from what you are accustomed to?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you still have that feeling about wanting to turn around and go home?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No, I was there and “Let’s see what this adventure is going to be.”

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 After you kind of got settled in the dormitory, your living quarters, what was the first day at school like? Where was that?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I was to teach at Elm Grove. There were several teachers in the dormitory who were also at Elm Grove, and one of the teachers had a car. She would take all of us in her car to school. And then we’d either walk home or take the bus home.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 When you arrived at Elm Grove School, was the principal the person that directed you to your classroom?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, I think so.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you already have students in the classroom when you got there?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No, we were there a week before the students came. A teacher training, time for teachers to get together.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How did you know what the curriculum might be for the grade level you are going to teach?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I was going to teach kindergarten, and it was mostly doing things with the kids.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 You were more of a babysitter than a teacher at that age? Or did you teach?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
With the goal of learning, but more of a nursery school attitude to begin with.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did they have two sessions of nursery school, like a morning session and an afternoon session?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Kindergarten had a morning and an afternoon session. We had 25 students each time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Which session did you have, morning or evening?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Both.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 So one teacher stayed for both sessions?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Mm-hm.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What did you notice unique, if anything, about the students that you had?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Because this was the beginning for me, I guess I didn’t notice anything much different. Five-year-olds are five-year-olds. These seem to be well used to being in a school situation. There was a very good nursery school set up here at that time, so many of them had been to the nursery school and knew how to behave. Then there were other children who didn’t go, and we had to work them into the classroom situation.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
What were some of the things that you recall that you taught the children at that age?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I loved reading to them, and I loved singing with them – teaching them songs and so forth. I also got into reading readiness programs, so that they had something to work on. I taught by unit systems, set up a certain subject to study for a period of time, working in the music in the story to combine with that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Was there playground time?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, there was playground time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 In that particular school, did the children – in the kindergarten classrooms, did they have their own restrooms in the classroom, or did they have to go down the hall?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, they had their own restroom.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How long did you teach kindergarten?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I taught just four years, two years before Hank and I were married, and then two years afterward. Then we started our family.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 When did you first meet Hank?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I met Hank in the fall of 1946.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall where that was?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 I had seen him in the cafeteria, but I think I met him at folk dancing group.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Which cafeteria would that be?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
 The central cafeteria.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Hank, let me ask you – when you came to Oak Ridge, what was your first impression of what you saw here?

MR. MCKOWN: 
My first visit to Oak Ridge was about a month and a half before the end of the war. K-25 had a problem. Are you familiar K-25 was in a U-shaped thing?

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Yes.
MR. MCKOWN: 
They had built up by the time, at the time I was referring to. They had one side of the building completed, and they were just starting the other side. One of the big problems with that plant was there had to be no leaks. The people that did the leak checking knew where all the pipes went, so the operation people stole the people creating these and put them in the operations. So when they got around to the other side of the U, they didn’t have any people to do leak testing. So they rounded up about 20 people to come down here for the month of July. We came down here, had scientific expertise to run these leak detectors and make sure these things worked. One week of learning what the set up was, and then we had three weeks. It was day work. It was then going around 24 hours a day, so I had one week at day and one at evening and the more graveyard shift.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 When you came to Oak Ridge, where did you stay?
MR. MCKOWN: 
We had a dormitory someplace. I forget where it was.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How did you get to Oak Ridge?

MR. MCKOWN: 
One of the fellows that came down here for this month had an automobile up in New York, and he wanted to sell it. He had a message somehow. I don’t know how. He could sell this car in Tennessee. He and I drove down from New York, and he sold his car. I lost contact with him during that month. I came back on the train after a month.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Tell me about meeting Helen at the Central Cafeteria. What do you remember about that?

MR. MCKOWN: 
That’s not where I met her. You have to hand it to the Army that they set up this place that you have to keep your workers happy. They had set up in the schools in the evening, they would have different things for the adults to go to. What you call it? Dancing…

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Folk dancing.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Folk dancing was in Elm Grove. It was in one of the grade schools in the town.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
It was Glenwood, I think. I’m not sure.

MR. MCKOWN: 
She was there, and I showed up all on my own. I liked to kind of investigate. Boom.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 The love bug bit. Is that what happened? When you met her at the folk dance class, tell me what continued after that.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 I told the church one time, they wanted to know about how we met our husbands. I said “He kind of danced his way right into my heart.”

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Where did you go on dates when you lived in Oak Ridge?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
We went to the movies. We walked a lot. We explored.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall where he lived, and what dormitory?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
He lived in Boone Hall.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How far was Boone Hall from where you lived?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
 I moved from Cortland over to Beacon Hall, so it was a lot closer.

MR. MCKOWN: 
 It was only about two buildings away.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Were those dormitories the ones that were set up on the hill about where the tennis courts are today, where the hospital I guess is today?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No, they were where Jackson Towers is on Central Avenue.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How many years did you guys date before you got married? Or how long did you date before you got married?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
We met in, I would say, October dancing, and we were dating before Christmas. Got engaged in February 1947 and got married in July 1947.

MR. MCKOWN: 
 In her mother’s house.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 In your mother’s home?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Mm-hm. In a church there, too. The reception was in Mother’s house, but we got married at Unity Church.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Unity Church. I lived in Rochester, New York. My family had never been any further west than Buffalo, New York. Here in Minnesota, it’s 1000 miles away.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
My mother was determined that we were going to teach them that we are not Indians. She had a person come in and rework the yard, the grass and all so it was beautiful.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you both, after you are married come back to Oak Ridge at that time?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes, we just married…

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Where did you live?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
We started out…

MR. MCKOWN: 
 It was E building.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
E buildings.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 E apartments.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Apartments. On the end was a single floor and a two-story in the middle. It was on Viking Road.

MR. MCKOWN: 
It’s still there.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 It’s still there.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you remember the number?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
126.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How long did you live there?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
For over two years.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Describe what the inside of that E-1 apartment looked like.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
You walked in and there was a coat closet and then a living-dining room, a very small kitchen, and a bedroom, and a bath. We had a dog, and the dog slept with us in the bedroom. Then after a year, we had our first child, and we were still in that house. We had to cram the dog in the bedroom and the baby crib in the bedroom. I washed the baby in the sink in the bathroom.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What was your first child’s name?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Louise.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What year was she born?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
December 1949.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 When you went to the hospital in 1949, did you feel like the hospital was very adequate for Oak Ridge?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
There were stories – I was not involved. I went into a double room I think – or maybe – no, it was four-bedroom later. Things were fine. There was a big baby boom in Oak Ridge. Earlier I hear they had to sleep in cots in the hall, beds in the hall. It was overcrowded in the nursery, too, I guess.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall who the doctor was that delivered your daughter?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Dr. Williams.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 At this time, Henry, you were working at K-25. How did you get back and forth from your apartment on Viking to K-25?

MR. MCKOWN: 
There was a bus that went there. There were buses all over the city. They’d come down off of the ridge and then zoom up to K-25. I did that for a while, but then we got an automobile.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Back to you, Helen – where did you do your grocery shopping when you lived on Viking Road?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
There was a grocery store in Jackson Square, and that’s where I shopped.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How did you get back and forth with a young baby and grocery shopping?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Wait a minute. That was when we were …

MR. MCKOWN: 
We had a car.
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yeah. There was another grocery small complex out on the Turnpike, and we were near the Turnpike.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall, is that where the First Baptist Church might be located today?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No, that’s further over. It was closer to Downtown, what is Downtown now.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you think it might’ve been Middletown, where the Civic Center is?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yeah, in that area. That figures that they needed one there because of all the trailers in that area.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you work shift work, Hank?
MR. MCKOWN: 
 No.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What was your time that you are supposed to report to work?
MR. MCKOWN: 
8 to 4:30.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you ever take him to work and keep the car, or did you just have to wait till after…?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
No, I went on a bus.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 That was quite a chore to go on the bus. Do you recall what it cost to ride the bus?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Nothing.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 So you could just ride one bus to the next, get a transfer?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Mm-hm.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Go all over town basically.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How long did you guys live in your E-1 apartment?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
We lived in there some time from 1947 until sometime in 1950. When you finally got housing, we were able to move into a B house.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Where was it located?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
 On 431 East Drive.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What was the B house? Describe what it looked like inside.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
This house – from the street you entered into the furnace room and then across the kitchen to the living room-dining room area. There was a separated space, but all in one for the dining room and the living room. There was also an entry around walking down and up the steps to the porch and into the formal entry into the house. There were two bedrooms. Were they each about the same size?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Almost. Our room was just a little bit bigger.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
And there was a bathroom.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 So you really moved out of cramped quarters to quite a large house.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 For us, yes.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Still not a very big house.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Still, it was not one of the larger houses. At the time, the saying went that if you wanted a three-bedroom house, you had to have children of two different sexes.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Some of these houses, you had to have kids of three different sexes. That’s hard to do.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall how the house was heated?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Furnace.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Coal.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did they deliver coal to the house?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Where did you put the coal?

MR. MCKOWN: 
 In the coal bin.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did the people that delivered the coal come just periodically, or did you have to call them to deliver the coal?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Periodically. I don’t remember.

MR. MCKOWN: 
It was free. It came with a couple of Winters at the time. About three times during the Winter.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 When you lived in the B house, did you change your place of shopping? Did you use a different shopping area?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Where was that?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
There was a shopping center up at the top of East Drive right off Delaware Avenue.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Outer Drive?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Outer Drive.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you recall what kind, other than a grocery store, what might’ve been in the shopping center?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I think it was a beauty/barbershop.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Was there a drugstore in there as well?

MR. MCKOWN: 
 I don’t think so.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 I don’t recall that. Over there was Williams Drugstore…

MR. MCKOWN: 
There was one down at the bottom of the hill near the grade school.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 When you were teaching at Elm Grove, Elm Grove had a little shopping center I believe across the street.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 They had a grocery store, and it was basically the same thing. Almost all the shopping centers had. That’s where you did most of the shopping when you moved. Tell me how you washed your clothes. Did you use the sink, or did you have a washing machine?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
When we lived in the E apartment, we bought a washing machine. It was part of the living room. But we did have a washing machine. Our second child was born 14 months after our first child, so I think for Christmas your mother and father gave us a dryer to go with the washing machine.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What was your second child’s name?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
We called her Betsy. Her name was Elizabeth. We called her Betsy.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What date would that have been?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
January 26 or 28th – I forget – 1951.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 So you washed your clothes – you had a washing machine, and then you got a dryer. That would be pretty cramped in that small utility room area. Do you remember?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I don’t think it was…

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 There was enough room?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
There was enough room I think.

MR. MCKOWN: 
We had a clothesline outside, too.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yeah, we had a clothesline, too. I forgot about that.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Describe the neighborhood when you lived in the B house. Were the neighbors cordial, everyone got along with each other?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you seem to sense that throughout the city, the whole time you’ve been here, that everyone seemed to just blend together?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. MCKOWN: 
 In Rochester, each house had almost a wall around it. East Drive was grass all the way across right in front, and the kids could run back and forth between houses. I liked that much better. It was the same way here. We had a fence here for a while, and we took it down.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 After your two children were born, did you teach anymore?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
No.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 You were just a housewife at the time?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Mm-hm.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What did you two guys do for entertainment and fun other than folk dancing during the time you were here in Oak Ridge?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Sleep.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
We were in a bridge group for a while.

MR. MCKOWN: 
We always had to for vacations, we had to go to my parents’ house or her parents’ house.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you belong to any clubs during the time you’ve been here?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
 I belonged to several after we had children. We were charter members of the Oak Ridge Unitarian Church, so a lot of our activities involved working with the women’s group. I was on the board, and Hank was on the board and so on and so forth. And then when the children were in school, I could get out a little more freely. I was in the League of Women Voters for a while.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Where is the church located?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
The church at that time was located on Robertsville Road on the Turnpike, 1500 Oak Ridge Turnpike. If you ask me where it is now, it is not there. Kroger’s marketplace moved in and bought our place.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 So you moved on down from the Federal Building basically on the Turnpike.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Right.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 That’s a pretty church.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Thank you. It is.

MR. MCKOWN: 
We got it for free.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 That’s the best way to get it.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
The Marketplace wanted that land very badly.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 How much involved are you with the church today?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
That is our social life now, although we are not either of us on any committees particularly.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 You mentioned to me earlier that you were a volunteer at the museum. Where both of you volunteers at the museum?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 The Museum of Science and Energy.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I started at the museum when Knoxville had the World’s Fair in 1982, and I was active in the YWCA at that time. A woman came from the museum and came and asked us people if they would like to work, volunteer at the museum. I said “Yes, I would love to do that.” My big job was to click the clicker of how many people came in the door, which was busy at that time.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Well, “How do I get to the airport? How do I get here? How do I get there?”

MRS. MCKOWN: 
So then after the fair was over, they asked me if I would like to work with the people at the information desk. I said yes. I think it was particularly because one was gone from January through March to Florida, and they needed somebody there. There were two people there. I worked with these two different people at the time, and sometimes three people. There were three of us. It was fun. It was a lot of fun.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you work with them at the present location, or were you at the old location down to Jefferson?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 No. The museum present location was built in 1975.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What do you think…? How have you seen Oak Ridge change over the years you’ve been here? What do you like or dislike about the city?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I would love to have some buildings, nice store-type shops for clothing and so forth. Aside from the big [Belks], J.C. Penneys – more specialty shops. Then I thought we were going to get some time ago…

MR. MCKOWN: 
They tried to do with the Downtown and didn’t get away with it.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 In this morning’s Oak Ridger, it had an article about the revived Main Street – I think they’re going to call it – Downtown area, so you might get your wish. About 2016 I think they’re supposed to build it.
MRS. MCKOWN: 
If I live that long.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Let me back you both up to when they opened the gates to the city in March 1949. What do you remember about that, Helen?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
We had a baby. I don’t think we were really interested in going to the opening of the gates at all.

MR. MCKOWN: 
I was there, one part of it.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I guess we were there for the parade down Tennessee Avenue.

MR. MCKOWN: 
We were down there at Elza Gate, weren’t we, up on the hill there? I think we looked downtown where they came.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I remember going to do that when they had this big celebration last year.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did either one of you have any reserve emotions or reasons not to open the gates? Would you prefer it not have happened, or did you care one way or the other?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 I didn’t care one way or the other. It cut off… It was nice to not have to go get a pass for your visitors. It gave more freedom feeling to us in and out.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 There were a lot of citizens that didn’t want that to happen because they liked that enclosure atmosphere. But in your guys’ case it didn’t make any difference to you.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Looking back at it, it’s good the gates came down.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did either one of your parents ever come to Oak Ridge and visit you?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What was the procedure for that to happen before the gates came down?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
We had to go to the… We just went to the gates and got this application to give them a pass.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Do you remember which gate that might’ve been?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
Elza.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did they stay a certain length of time and have to leave?
MR. MCKOWN: 
No.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I don’t think that was determined that they had to leave at any particular time.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What have you both enjoyed about living in Oak Ridge?
MRS. MCKOWN: 
I call it the small town atmosphere versus the huge city.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 What about you, Henry? You came from a large city to a smaller no-known area.

MR. MCKOWN: 
 I came to Oak Ridge. It was something new in the world.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Why did we stay? Did you like staying here?

MR. MCKOWN: 
I personally don’t like going to look for a job. I entered a job up in New York, and I was transferred from Columbia University to Union Carbide to K-25 to X-10. I didn’t have to apply to a job.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Would you think that was the main reason that you guys have been here all these years? Did you ever want to change, or was the city do something that grew on you as you lived here?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I didn’t really have a feeling about wanting to change.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Did you guys feel safe the whole time you’ve been here?

MR. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Yes.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Other than better shopping, is there anything else you would like to see the city accomplished in the future?

MRS. MCKOWN: 
I think I’ve gotten to the point where it doesn’t matter to me what happens. We’re both in our 90s and don’t need to see much more change, but if it changes, it changes. I don’t want to make any decision as to which way it should go.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 Just ride with the flow.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
 Ride with the flow.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
 I want to thank both of you for letting us come into your home today and take this interview. It’s really been a pleasure. I think that your interview – someone may look at your interview and take some of the information from it. They may be writing a paper of some sort. You never know. That’s the beauty about all these oral history interviews. There is information that each person relates that no other person has that experience. Again, I want to thank you again from the Center for Oak Ridge Oral History for letting us come into your home today.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
You’re welcome. You’re more than welcome.

MR. MCKOWN: 
Us people from the north had an eye-opener to come here. Oak Ridge was farmland where the horses had a long leg on one side and a short leg on the other, and there was no way around it. We got down here, and it wasn’t like that at all.

MRS. MCKOWN: 
Just nice people.

MR. HUNNICUTT: 
Thank you again, both of you.
[End of Interview]

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