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Mr. Wilcox: This is Bill Wilcox interviewing Tom Samford on July 13th, 2010. I’m sure glad to have a chance to finally get to meet you in person.
Mr. Samford: Thank you, Bill.

Mr. Wilcox: I would like to learn what I can about your role here at Oak Ridge, back sixty years ago. Tell me something about where you were raised, Tom. Where was your hometown?

Mr. Samford: Well I was born in East Point, Georgia, in my grandmother’s house. My father was a construction man, and when I was one month old, why, she got on a train and went to Commerce, Texas, where Dad was working. And we moved all around the Southeast on various construction jobs. He never took us out of school. If he had to move, why, he would go start a job and Mother would stay until we got out of school and then she would move. I was educated mainly in the schools of Montgomery, Alabama, but I also had one year in Jacksonville, Texas, and two years back in Montgomery, and graduated high school finally in Roxboro, North Carolina.
Mr. Wilcox: You’ve been around, Sir.

Mr. Samford: Yes.

Mr. Wilcox: But in the South.

Mr. Samford: In the South, yes, in the South. And when I finished high school, why, I decided for some [reason], not a very wise decision, not to go to college. Times were hard then, and I was making fairly good money building forms and placing rebar and I knew how to operate a concrete mixer.

Mr. Wilcox: Were you working for your dad?

Mr. Samford: I was working for my dad, mostly. I worked for him during the summers, and during the summers when I was working, he made me pay room and board.

Mr. Wilcox: He made you pay room and board?

Mr. Samford: Made me pay room and board. I was making money.

Mr. Wilcox: That’s what we mean by ‘discipline,’ you know.

Mr. Samford: That’s right.

Mr. Wilcox: Great.

Mr. Samford: And I graduated high school in 1937 at Roxboro and he finished that post office there just a couple of months later and we went to Weatherford, Oklahoma to build a post office. And by then I was working full-time. I had worked from the time I was ten years old during the summers. I’d done some kind of work around construction jobs, beginning with the water boy and just various kinds of helpers.

Mr. Wilcox: That’s the way you learned the construction business.

Mr. Samford: I learned it because of my father and all of his brothers.

Mr. Wilcox: Where were you when the war broke out in 1939?

Mr. Samford: I was actually in Thomasville, Georgia. I’d finished building two service stations, and I got a call from my uncle, A. C. Samford, who was a longtime employee of the J. A. Jones Construction Company, to come to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. I went up there and we built that containment area for T. A. Loving out of Goldsboro, North Carolina. And I met my wife at Fort Bragg. Then we went to Valdosta, Georgia, and built Moody Air Force Base. Then I went to Camp Rucker, Alabama, and that’s when I went to work for Jones.
Mr. Wilcox: Tell me what year that was.

Mr. Samford: We were still at Valdosta on Pearl Harbor Day, which was December of ’41, and the end of that January, why, we went to Camp Rucker. We were at Camp Rucker about four months and finished that and went to Gulfport Field, on Mechanics Training Field, and was almost done. I was splitting up the hangers on the flight line, and Mr. Raymond Jones, who was the Vice President of the company came to me one day about lunchtime and said, “Tom, I need you in Panama City, Florida.”
Mr. Wilcox: Oh, my goodness.

Mr. Samford: “And I need you there in the morning if you can make it.” And I couldn’t make it that morning, but I did the next morning.

Mr. Wilcox: My gracious.

Mr. Samford: I went there and built a thousand, what I call tarpaper shacks for the shipyard workers, and thirteen cemesto buildings for the higher ranking people. These buildings had a three-quarter-inch Celotex board on the outside, rolled roofing.

Mr. Wilcox: Didn’t have to worry about insulation.

Mr. Samford: Well, no, we didn’t. And three-eighths-inch nailed up sheet rock on the inside, not taped up.

Mr. Wilcox: Three-eighths!

Mr. Samford: Three-eighths. It had V edges on it. You didn’t tape it; you just nailed it up. When I finished that job, Mr. Raymond wanted me to get what men I could to come into the shipyard, and I got about thirty to go in with me, and we trained them in welding and ship fitting and burning. And I stayed in the shipyard until about February or March of ’42. I built interbottoms for the ships while I was there.
Mr. Wilcox: What was going on in Panama [City] at the time? Were you building a big base there?

Mr. Samford: The company built Wainwright Shipyard.

Mr. Wilcox: A shipyard.

Mr. Samford: And then started building the ships. And they managed building the ships well enough so that – a contractor who had a shipyard at Brunswick, they fired him and sent Jones management over there to run the Brunswick Shipyard also. But anyway, about February, Mr. Raymond told me to come to Oak Ridge. And I wasn’t working for Jones then; there was some kind of a rule that one contractor could only have one contract for something. But anyway, they had already built the Steam Plant or were building on it. I came to work for Clinton Home Builders, which was a subsidiary of Jones.

Mr. Wilcox: Clinton?

Mr. Samford: Clinton Home Builders.

Mr. Wilcox: That sounds like it might have been a company just created for Oak Ridge.

Mr. Samford: It was.

Mr. Wilcox: And that’s why the name ‘Clinton.’

Mr. Samford: Yes. And that was to build a thousand cemesto houses.

Mr. Wilcox: I want to be sure I understand the time, now, this was the summer of ’42?

Mr. Samford: It was June of ’42 because my son John was born in November of ’43 at Kingston, where we were living then. We came in the Oliver Springs gate. Because of being in Kingston, we came in the Oliver Springs gate into the reservation. And it was called the Roane-Anderson Company at the time I knew about it, the whole reservation was. I didn’t hear about the town of Oak Ridge until I came down to the K-25 area I guess.
Mr. Wilcox: Did the Clinton Home Building people work for Roane-Anderson?

Mr. Samford: I don’t know who they worked for. I just knew that it was a – 

Mr. Wilcox: But you weren’t working for J. A. Jones then.

Mr. Samford: Well, I was and I wasn’t. I was working for J. A. Jones, and Mr. Raymond Jones sent me up here. But Clinton Home Builders paid my checks, and I asked about that, and the project manager said, well, they can only have one contract. There were three thousand cemesto houses built in Oak Ridge. We built a thousand of them and a company out of Chicago built a thousand, and I don’t know who built the other thousand. Most of the ones we built were out on Outer Drive, in that area.
Mr. Wilcox: Up on the top of the ridge.

Mr. Samford: Yes, those along the [ridge]. Outer Drive was the main street. Now there were some little streets that I don’t remember the names of. I know an amusing thing happened. We had two-way radios in our pickup trucks, and one day I used a little profanity in making a call to a warehouse and somebody who apparently listened in on – there must have been some central control foreman who listened in on it – came right back onto my radio and told me that I couldn’t do that. Also, there was some official who was the same name as a man in the Clinton Home Builders, and when we spoke that name, why, we had to – I believe he was a colonel, and we had to say, “Brown, not the colonel.”

Mr. Wilcox: Don’t remember the colonel’s name though?

Mr. Samford: I do not. That’s gone from me.

Mr. Wilcox: So you’ve done a thousand homes up on Outer – 

Mr. Samford: Cemesto buildings. Outer Drive and adjacent streets. I think if I saw a map I could kind of tell, but most of them were on both sides of Outer Drive, the thousand that we built.

Mr. Wilcox: And all kinds of the houses? All models?

Mr. Samford: Yeah.

Mr. Wilcox: Different models.

Mr. Samford: Two bedrooms, three bedrooms, even some four bedrooms. Some of them had a little brick veneer on them. They weren’t true cemesto houses.
Mr. Wilcox: Now this must have been the fall of ’43. Does that gel with your memory?
Mr. Samford: Yes, because our son was born November the 11th of ’43.

Mr. Wilcox: And that’s while you were building these houses.

Mr. Samford: That’s right, and we were living in Kingston. And he was born at – 

Mrs. Samford: Harriman.

Mr. Samford: Harriman Hospital. Dr. Sugarman.

Mrs. Samford: Nat Sugarman.

Mr. Samford: Nat Sugarman was it. And her total pregnancy and his services were sixty-five dollars. And the hospital bill was thirty-five dollars.

Mr. Wilcox: My gracious. And she probably stayed a week.

Mr. Samford: No, I think she stayed about three days. About mid-summer, either July or August of ’44, I finished up and came down to K-25 and I was back working for the J. A. Jones construction company then.

Mr. Wilcox: This is July of ’44.

Mr. Samford: July/August of ’44, yes.

Mr. Wilcox: When you moved down there, the construction was very much well underway. What do you remember about what the place looked like?

Mr. Samford: Well, I put the transformer alleys in the whole U. That’s what I started doing.

Mr. Wilcox: You did?

Mr. Samford: Yes, and did the electrical duct connection from the manhole outside into the transformer alley. Done the transformer alleys and the slab on ground on each side. The overhead slab, the twelve inch slab overhead, it’s the main floor of the building, was about three quarters of the way down there, first leg, and I was working under it. And to pour the footings, they had excavated down to the bottom of the footings and formed them. They didn’t dig them out, so I had to backfill all that dirt about thirty inches to put the transformers in.
Mr. Wilcox: Good heavens.

Mr. Samford: Well, they did that for speed, rather than digging out the individual footings, and then we would have had to dig out the transformer alleys, so they just took some pans and leveled the thing off and formed the footings. 

Mr. Wilcox: You were working – on the transformer alleys, you were working on the – 

Mr. Samford: Underneath. I was working underground.

Mr. Wilcox: – on the poured floor.

Mr. Samford: On the low – I was working on the low level, the outside level. The inside level is up high.

Mr. Wilcox: Seventeen feet higher.

Mr. Samford: Right, they had a – as that construction followed, why, the first thing after pouring the columns and beams, in front of that was a retaining wall had to be built for that seventeen feet. And that was almost ready to turn at the time I came down there, the retaining wall was, and the top slabs were right behind them. And there’s an interesting thing about those top slabs, they were a foot thick, and the bays, the cases were two bays of about fourteen feet when the transformer alley was about ten feet, and that was – that upper formwork was supported with steel bar joists, thirteen foot four span bar joist on the heavy beam sides. And when the war was over and I was back in Atlanta, I was building Murphy High School and it was a pan job, a concrete truck. I had some of those bar joists, which were circles, shipped to Atlanta, and used them on Murphy High School. Then the J. A. Jones Construction Company built a branch office in Atlanta, and they were used for roof joists in that building and a warehouse outside, but there were still some left over. When I left Jones at age forty and started my own company and built my office building, I bought some of those bar joists from them for a dollar a piece, and they are now in the roof of my office, still existing, although it’s been sold since I retired, and in a little warehouse back there, those same bar joists that formed that slab. When I came here the top slab was right about there. [points to diagram of K-25, referring to the top of the diagram, about a third of the way in from the right side] And the retaining wall was fixing to turn that corner. [points to the top left corner of the building diagram]
Mr. Wilcox: Turn here?
Mr. Samford: Yes. Every one of these cases has got a transformer alley, and I started right here [points to top of diagram] with a crew of men and put them in all the way around.
Mr. Wilcox: Did you just stop with the construction of the alley, or did you put the transformers in?

Mr. Samford: No, no. But some transformers were being put in.

Mr. Wilcox: They came along right after you.

Mr. Samford: Right afterward. Everything followed up. And, incidentally, two electricians were killed during the time of this construction in wiring these alleys.

Mr. Wilcox: They didn’t wire them hot, did they?

Mr. Samford: They made some hot taps, yes, they did.

Mr. Wilcox: They did?

Mr. Samford: Yes.

Mr. Wilcox: Lord have mercy.

Mr. Samford: Yes, made some hot taps, and it was hot, because the transformers were in here. [points to diagram] The stuff out here in this outside run, which is underground, was – I presume they were hot because to get this work going back here [points to diagram] they had to make all this whole manhole stretch hot, because there were taps in those manholes coming into the transformer alley. And by the time I got to here [points to diagram], by the time I got there, the steel erection had begun back here. [points to diagram]
Mr. Wilcox: I see.

Mr. Samford: When I left, the steel erection was about three quarters of the way down here [points to diagram] and they had started to hang the corrugated asbestos siding on it.

Mr. Wilcox: Goodness.

Mr. Samford: When I finished the transformer alleys, I went up into K-6 for a little while. [looks at diagram] K-6 ought to be on about there somewhere.

Mr. Wilcox: 306 is over here on this side. [points to diagram]

Mr. Samford: No, this was – 

Mr. Wilcox: It must have been a building. Here’s 3036. [points to diagram]

Mr. Samford: Well, at that time, what they called Case-1 was starting here and they went down numbers that way [points to diagram]. Now, whether they changed or not – course when I got around here and I went up into K-6 for just two or three days, I didn’t like that work. I mean they were – it was having to be clean, there was a whole gang of women in there dusting and mopping and guys going around filtering the air and counting the particles in it before we could put pipe together.

Mr. Wilcox: It was very clean.

Mr. Samford: Yes, and I didn’t care for that, so I went into the office and said I was done there. What was next? Well, what was next for me was Hanford, Washington. I did not go there.

Mr. Wilcox: How long, then, Tom, were you here?

Mr. Samford: Well, when I refused to go to Hanford, Washington – 

Mr. Wilcox: Oh, you refused.

Mr. Samford: I refused. Well, Corinne and I had talked about it and we had our first child, and that was a long way from the South. But anyway, in three days after I refused, I got my draft notice. You know, in those days, the War Manpower Board on Critical Work got your draft papers from your draft board and held them. But you were at their mercy. So when I refused to go to Hanford, I got my draft notice. I went into the Navy in about the middle of September in ’44.
Mr. Wilcox: Let’s be sure we have that date right.

Mr. Samford: I don’t remember the exact date, but it was – 

Mr. Wilcox: 1944, September.

Mr. Samford: Yes. About the middle of September.

Mr. Wilcox: So you were actually at K-25 in the construction of those transformer alleys for about one year. Do I have that right?

Mr. Samford: Well, I think it was less than a year. I was doing – 

Mr. Wilcox: November ’43 to November ’44. 

Mr. Samford: Were we there a year, Honey?

Mrs. Samford: Could have been.

Mr. York: Well didn’t you say in September of ’44 you were drafted? So if you started in November of ’43, it couldn’t have been a year.

Mr. Samford: I came down to K-25, I think, in August of ’44. No, that can’t be right.

Mr. Wilcox: August of ’44. Your son was born in November.

Mr. York: Of ’43. November of ’43.

Mr. Wilcox: ’43.

Mr. York: November of ’43 was when his son was born.
Mr. Wilcox: And he went to the Navy in November of ’44. 

Mr. Samford: In September of ’44.

Mr. Wilcox: September.

Mr. Samford: Now, I’ve got that down pretty good, because I went – well, the reason is my son was one year old in November of ’44. And because I had finished boot camp and Corinne brought him and we celebrated his birthday, there at boot camp.
Mrs. Samford: Great Lakes, Chicago.

Mr. Wilcox: And where was that?

Mr. Samford: Great Lakes. It’s not in Illinois, it’s around – but it’s just outside of Chicago in Wisconsin. And I was fixing to leave boot camp and be sent to Norfolk, Virginia, for further training. It’s unclear to me when I finished Clinton Home Builders and went down to K-25. It was just somewhere in that area. And so, are there any questions?

Mr. Wilcox: Yes, going back to the cemesto houses that you built, you had a big crew. Were you a foreman of a crew?

Mr. Samford: I was actually an assistant superintendent. They had already been started when Mr. Raymond sent me up there, that I think they were maybe about thirty percent built. The first thing that happened when I went there was I was sent back to Georgia on a recruiting trip to see if I could get some help, which wasn’t very successful. When I got back – the reason they were sending me was because I had a fairly new automobile with good tires on it. I was sent up into McCaysville, Virginia [sic], to one of the millwork suppliers for the cemesto houses. Are you familiar with cemesto?
Mr. Wilcox: Well, I live in one.

Mr. Samford: You know, the millwork part of it, this particular company had apparently taken a contract to supply some more and he was shorting us, and we were about to run out of material, so we would have had to stop. If you don’t have that lumber, that framework, you cannot build a cemesto house. So I was sent up there for a couple of days to try to get them straightened out, which I did, as an expediter, and made sure they got back to shipping us what we needed. Then because of that, I worked around the warehouse for a couple weeks to make sure that lumber was coming in and got going good, and then done some finishing up work, and then about that time the job was done.

Mr. Wilcox: Were you doing a turnkey job on the homes?
Mr. Samford: Mhm.
Mr. Wilcox: Starting with the – 

Mr. Samford: Foundations.

Mr. Wilcox:  – concrete pad, foundation, all the rest? 

Mr. Samford: All the way up.

Mr. Wilcox: Chimneys?

Mr. Samford: Chimneys.

Mr. Wilcox: Brickwork?

Mr. Samford: Everything.

Mr. Wilcox: Roof?

Mr. Samford: Roof, painting.

Mr. Wilcox: Coal fired plant?

Mr. Samford: Coal fired furnace, yeah.

Mr. Wilcox: The works.

Mr. Samford: Everything. When we finished with one of them, it was ready to be moved into.
Mr. Wilcox: Do you remember how long it took you to put one up?

Mr. Samford: No, I don’t because of the method that we were using. We – 

Mr. Wilcox: Piece by piece.

Mr. Samford: It was an assembly line process. A crew dug the footings and moved on to the next house, and the footings were poured and the concrete and then somebody framed the floor and moved on to the next house. And then the cemesto went up, and of course, you know how the roofing was, and a crew done that and the plumbers went in and done their work, and the painters, and finally we cleaned it up and turned it over, turned over the keys. And they moved into them about as fast as we got them built.
Mr. Wilcox: About as soon as you got them built?

Mr. Samford: That’s right.
Mr. Wilcox: Somebody moved in.

Mr. Samford: Well, it was the same way down at Wainwright Shipyard when I was building those tarpaper shacks. In fact, we were living out at Panama City Beach, and when I got some of them built, why, we moved in right across the street from the shipyard. There’s a college on that site now. Florida College is on that site where I built those houses, and there’s some kind of a commercial operation at the shipyard also. I came back to that shipyard – when I went in the Navy and went to Charlotte, went to Norfolk and got my other training, I went back to Pittsburgh and got on an LST. We brought it down the river to New Orleans. The water was high, we couldn’t get under the bridges, so the mast had to stay on the deck. Put the mast up, got the radar going, degaussed it, that’s demagnetizing it, and went around to Panama City and ran up on the beach a couple of times. The Naval base at Panama City is across that little bay from Wainwright yard, so I got to tell the sailors that I had worked in that shipyard, which was still building ships then.
Mr. Wilcox: My gracious. Still building ships.

Mr. Samford: Well, it was then, not now.

Mr. Wilcox: Is there anything left of it today?

Mr. Samford: Oh, the dry dock there and some of the gantry cranes are still there, and the fab shop, which was a great big steel frame building, and I’m sure some of the ways are there. There wouldn’t be any reason to take them out. We had six ways. We could work on six at a time. But they were, again, built like these houses. There were thirteen sections of them. The bow was number one and the stern was number thirteen. And I worked on two to twelve, the interbottoms. And that’s all I did. I just built interbottoms and stacked them aside. And when they got ready for them on the ways, why, they took them down there and welded them together. And then somebody else was building sides and decks and deck houses and the bow and stern was a separate thing, but that’s the way this building got built. I mean, they started those footings, crews, one crew would – and they were doing that slab, and then I came along and done the transformer alleys, another outfit came along and started erecting steel behind that. Then they got the skin on it and a roof on it and started moving them pumps and pipes in there.
Mr. Wilcox: They’d done all the site prep before you got there. All the site preparation had been done.

Mr. Samford: Yes. The footings were round about here. [points to diagram] The footings had been poured round about here.

Mr. Wilcox: Do you remember the big construction camp that J. A. Jones had down there, where the workers lived?

Mr. Samford: With the little sixteen-by-sixteen hutments?

Mr. Wilcox: Yeah, do you remember those sixteen-by-sixteen hutments?

Mr. Samford: Sure do. I brought one from – a surplus one – for a field office when I was building Murphy High School in Atlanta. They sold the things off.

Mr. Wilcox: I hope they didn’t charge you very much for it.

Mr. Samford: Oh, they were quarter-inch plywood on two-by-two studs. It was a pyramid roof.

Mr. Wilcox: Wait a minute, slow down. How thick were they?

Mr. Samford: Quarter-inch plywood.

Mr. Wilcox: Quarter-inch plywood!

Mr. Samford: On two-by-two studs.

Mr. Wilcox: Two-by-two studs!

Mr. Samford: Sixteen foot wide, made up in panels. You stood up three sides. Three sides had an opening in it that just had a flap and screen.

Mr. Wilcox: Yes, wooden flap over it, no windows.

Mr. Samford: And no windows, just so you could prop that open. And one side had a door. Those four panels went together on a frame floor or a concrete slab, depending on what you were, and then the four roof panels went together. And that was it.

Mr. Wilcox: We had four thousand of those here in Oak Ridge.

Mr. Samford: And they rented them out to individuals, and used some of them as dormitories, and some of them were in groups. Some of them had laundry rooms and showers in them nearby. There was also some two-story dormitories for individuals, and there was some travel trailers brought in and set up in bunches. 

Mr. Wilcox: The people there did not like the idea of calling the J. A. Jones Construction Camp ‘number one.’ They called it ‘Happy Valley.’

Mr. Samford: Yes.

Mr. Wilcox: And they ended up with twelve thousand people living over there.

Mr. Samford: Well, when I went down there – 

Mr. Wilcox: Some of your people must have lived there.

Mr. Samford: Oh, Corinne – when I went to K-25, Corinne’s parents were working there and they got one of the little TVA houses, one of the little flattops. And we moved with them into that.

Mr. Wilcox: And where was that, physically? Was that in Oak Ridge?

Mr. Samford: Yes. A whole bunch of them were there. Do you remember that street address, Honey?

Mrs. Samford: Was it Outer Drive?

Mr. Samford: No, no, but it’s out there – 

Mr. Wilcox: West Outer Drive?

Mr. Samford: But it’s in the telephone book.

Mrs. Samford: Telephone book.

Mr. Samford: Her parents’ names, and my uncle A. C., who was the general superintendent of K-25 and Hank Appen, who was the project manager for K-25 with J. A. Jones Construction Company.
Mrs. Samford: They have that phone book over at the – 

Mr. Samford: Yeah, and those names and street addresses are in there and what company they worked for, in the telephone book at that time. They have a copy of it in the one over at the Visitor’s Center.
Mr. Wilcox: This is the picture of K-25 while it was under construction. [points to the photo of K-25 under construction on page 139 of the article ‘Organization Set-up for $5,000,000 a Month Payroll,’ by Edwin L. Jones in Engineering News-Record, December 13, 1945, pp. 138-141.] This is an article written by Edwin Jones.
Mr. Samford: Oh, he’s the president of the J. A. Jones Construction Company.
Mr. Wilcox: Who was the head of the whole –

Mr. Samford: He was the president of J. A. Jones Construction Company.

Mr. Wilcox: Right.

Mr. Samford: I first met him in the Wainwright [Ship]yard at Panama City one day when Raymond Jones called me in there for something. He was his brother. Edwin was the president, and Raymond was Vice-President. Those two main brothers of the Jones brothers, and there was a bunch of them, ran the company.

Mr. Wilcox: They did a fantastic job. This is the organization of J. A. Jones. [points to list of ‘Principals in J. A. Jones Organization’ on page 138 of the article] As you said, Edwin was the general manager. And this is the Power Plant, and this is the Main Process Plant. [points to the list sections following ‘General Manager’]
Mr. Samford: Yeah, well, I know [W. H.] McWhirter [General Superintendent of Power Plant and Utilities]. He was at Camp Rucker with us. And I know [J. E.] Davidson [Project Manager of Power Plant and Utilities]. Hank [H. V.] Appen [Project Manager of Main Process Plant] I knew first at the – he was at the Wainwright [Ship]yard before he came up here. And A. C. Samford [General Superintendent of Main Process Plant] is my uncle.
Mr. Wilcox: There’s your uncle, right there.

Mr. Samford: Yeah. He’s two brothers up from my father.

Mr. Wilcox: And he was the general superintendent of all the construction on this huge building.

Mr. Samford: Oh, yeah.

Mr. Wilcox: Then they had some other people here.
Mr. Samford: Well, I don’t – 
Mr. Wilcox: [A. V.] Junkin [Manager for Administration], [A. G.] Underwood [Superintendent of Personnel for Administration], [T. F.] McVeigh [General Superintendent of Materials Control].

Mr. Samford: I don’t know any of those people. There were some important people that are not listed there.
Mr. Wilcox: Well, of course there are. It was a huge organization.

Mr. Samford: Emo Cratt was one of their main people, and I’m trying to think of that chief estimator that was in the Charlotte office. No, his name’s gone right now.

Mr. Wilcox: Did you have any subs working for you?

Mr. Samford: Well, the electrician, electrical was a sub, and the sheet metal people were the sub, and that steel erecting was all a sub. I knew some of the foremen. Their names have slipped my mind now for the electrical and sheet metal people. They worked in the area. They came right behind me as soon as I got a transformer alley poured and a slab on each side of it, why, the electricians and the sheet metal people were right in there behind me.

Mr. Wilcox: Yes. You were telling me on the phone the other day something about the silver that you saw coming in on the train.

Mr. Samford: Came in on flat cars.

Mr. Wilcox: Can you tell us a little bit about that episode?

Mr. Samford: I don’t have any timeframe in mind at all. I just remember it came in on flatcars, and the flatcar had a guardhouse built – a little shelter built at each end, and the Coast Guard was the guardians of it. And it went right to the pipe shop. And I didn’t see it unloaded. I just saw it come in and go to the pipe shop.
Mr. Wilcox: The pipe shop, then, would’ve been in K-1401, one of those side buildings?

Mr. Samford: Well, let’s see. It was right over here [points to image] as far as this orientation is concerned.

Mr. Wilcox: That’s 1401, yes.

Mr. Samford: Okay, I wasn’t familiar with the number. It was just the pipe shop to me.

[Mr. Wilcox unfolds a map of K-25]

Mr. Wilcox: This is where you started, here, with the transformer alleys. [points to map of K-25] This is the railroad coming in here, and that’s that big – 

Mr. Samford: And we had a rock quarry out here too, where we got to crush rocks somewhere out in here. [points to map of K-25]

Mr. Wilcox: The rock quarry was right here.

Mr. Samford: We’d hear the sirens go off when they went to make a blast and I was reprimanded one time by Mr. Appen because I was diverting crushed stone from the road to go into the transformer alleys.

Mr. Wilcox: Well, you had a higher priority than he did.

Mr. Samford: Well, because they had cut the grade down to the bottom of the footings, after I got the transformer here, I poured the bottom slab at that grade, and the two walls, and then the top slab, and then I could backfill, and that was forty-two inches, I think, of dirt, that I had to get in there, and sometimes it rained and it got muddy and it would not compact. And when it was that way, I tried to steal crushed rock to go into it and make it work, and I did. And I guess I was getting too much one time, but anyway, Mr. Appen – 
Mr. Wilcox: I see. You took some of his rock to basically turn that mud into something you could handle.

Mr. Samford: Well, I just – the crushed stone – the quarry was right out there and the crushed stone was just coming by. Of course, mainly it was going to the concrete plant, most of the crushed stone, and I’d just flag down a truck driver and back him up there and dump it and then get my little bulldozer and push it in, mix it up with the dirt, so it could go.

Mr. Wilcox: Easier to ask forgiveness than it is permission.

Mr. Samford: That’s the one thing that I found out in working for Jones.

Mr. Wilcox: What was that.

Mr. Samford: If you had a particular part of the project to do, you was like the captain of a ship. You got whatever materials and whatever men you could in any way and get it done.

Mr. Wilcox: Get it done.

Mr. Samford: That’s right, get it done.

Mr. Wilcox: Well that’s the way the whole project worked then, during the war.

Mr. Samford: Sure, sure.

Mr. Wilcox: That’s wonderful.

Mr. Samford: Yeah, and I remember the signs, you know, going out, “What you see here, let it stay here!” We were working so hard and so regularly, I hardly remember going home and eating a meal and going to bed and then getting up the next morning and going back.

Mr. Wilcox: Must have worked more than eight hours a day.

Mr. Samford: I worked my crew about ten hours a day. The concrete crews worked longer than that day. Everything that was ready to pour, there was form, there was slab on and it was ready to pour, they tried to pour out that day. The main thrust on the concrete work were those twelve inch main slabs, which they pumped in.
Mr. Wilcox: Pumped in.

Mr. Samford: Yeah, they pumped in with big old eight inch concrete pumps, first one I’ve ever seen, and they pumped it in kind of wet and then they used vacuum mats on top of it to pull the water back out of it before they finished it. And that’s the first time I’d seen that process used.

Mr. Wilcox: My gracious. I never heard of that one.

Mr. Samford: Well, concrete beyond about a five inch slump doesn’t come up to strength, but for these pumps, they needed about a seven inch slump to pump, which was excess water, and generally it came to the top surface as it settled, and that made the top surface very weak. If you see a sidewalk or pavement or anything, it’s chipping on top, too wet.

Mr. Wilcox: Too wet.

Mr. Samford: Too wet when it was placed. So what they did, they were about three foot-by-three foot, had a whole bunch of them connect to a big old vacuum pump and they just flopped them down on that wet concrete and sucked that water out of them and moved ahead, and that’s after they’d skreeted it off. And then the finishers went in behind that after the concrete was – 
Mr. Wilcox: Did the finishers work for you?

Mr. Samford: I didn’t have anything to do with placing concrete. That was a separate entity. What I did, what everybody did, when they had a retaining wall ready to pour or a transformer alley or a slab on the ground, they went to the concrete plant and told them what it was, where it was, and how many yards, and they kind of scheduled it. They gave first priority to that big twelve inch slab, which, of course, it had to be in there before we could work under it, and then anything else that was ready to pour after they finished for the day getting that in, why, then they came around and placed everything else. I didn’t have any finishers or any concrete placing people work for me. It was just a matter of turning in and saying, “This is ready.” And when they got ready, they came around and poured it, and sometimes that was pretty late at night.

Mr. Wilcox: My goodness. Worked twenty-four hours a day.

Mr. Samford: Yeah, the concrete plant – 

Mr. Wilcox: Three shifts.

Mr. Samford: – right there on the jobsite.

Mr. Wilcox: It’s amazing. That plant’s still there today.

Mr. Samford: Oh, it is?

Mr. Wilcox: The west wing of, down here [points to map], the west wing is all gone. Last year they tore this all down, and this is now flat down to where you were.

Mr. Samford: Oh, when was I here last, Carl?

Mr. York: November the 10th of last year.

Mr. Samford: Okay, I went out and looked at the site.

Mr. Wilcox: And by then, in November, this was all that was left, where my fingers are [points to the map].

Mr. Samford: And this, wasn’t it? And this? [points to map]

Mr. Wilcox: This is all still there.

Mr. Samford: Yeah, that’s what I thought.

Mr. Wilcox: And this is there today. [points to map] The north end and the east wing are there today, but they’re scheduled to be torn down also.

Mr. Samford: Yes. That steel is radioactive.

Mr. Wilcox: No.

Mr. Samford: It’s not?

Mr. Wilcox: No.

Mr. Samford: Well, there was an article in the Atlanta paper some time ago about a Knoxville junk dealer that was taking this steel and then agreed just to mix a little of it along with this other junk, and they caught him mixing too much of it. But it’s not radioactive?

Mr. Wilcox: No.

Mr. Samford: Okay, that was the story in the paper, in the Atlanta paper. How rumors get started.

Mr. Wilcox: Well, some of it has a little surface contamination on it, but there’s no radioactivity in the steel itself. Some of it’s a little dirty. Tom, I sure have enjoyed talking with you. 

Mr. Samford: Well, I’ve enjoyed it.
Mr. Wilcox: You told me a lot that I’d never heard before. It’s very rare that we have a chance to talk to anybody that was involved in the construction and you sure did a – you had your hands right in the middle of construction of that marvelous big building.

Mr. Samford: Well that and those cemesto houses.

Mr. Wilcox: And the cemesto houses, I’d never heard that they used contractors to build those. The story that I had in the books says that the houses were all erected by Stone and Webster.

Mr. Samford: Stone and Webster had the overall contract and even the engineering for laying out the roads and stuff.

Mr. Wilcox: That’s true.

Mr. Samford: Clinton Home Builders were probably a subcontractor.

Mr. Wilcox: Subs to Stone and Webster.

Mr. Samford: Yeah, and Stone and Webster was probably a subcontractor to Union Carbide.

Mr. Wilcox: No.

Mr. Samford: Oh, they weren’t?

Mr. Wilcox: No, they were direct to the U.S. Army Engineers.

Mr. Samford: Oh, okay.

Mr. Wilcox: Yes, they were direct.

Mr. Samford: Well, you know, they need a guy like Leslie Groves in charge of cleaning that oil up down in the Gulf.

Mr. Wilcox: They sure do. He was one of your type: a get-it-done guy.

Mr. Samford: He sure was.

Mr. Wilcox: He got it done. Sometimes it wasn’t too pretty, but he got it done.

Mr. Samford: Well, I don’t know what that thing cost. When I came up here, I heard it was a hundred million dollars, but I don’t know. There were a lot of people working on it.

Mr. Wilcox: The whole cost of the K-25 plant, including the Power House was five hundred-and-twelve million dollars.

Mr. Samford: Okay.

Mr. Wilcox: They had spent a hundred million by the time that you left in September of ’44. So your hundred million dollars is just exactly right.
Mr. Samford: You know when I found out what was going on here? I was on LST-1050, with a load of Marines aboard and all their equipment anchored in the biggest bunch of ships I ever saw, or anybody ever saw, I guess, ready to invade Japan. And when they dropped the bomb, the armed services radio came on and announced it and Oak Ridge, and I was listening to it and I says, “My God, I worked on that thing!” And five minutes after that, people started shooting guns off and everything and then they came over the radio to “cut that out.” There were so many ships, you know, even firing up in the air, why, stuff was going to start falling. That’s when I knew what I’d been doing. And I didn’t know all that time.
Mr. Wilcox: Well, I had worked here – on August the 6th, I had worked here for three years over at the Y-12 plant. And that’s the first time I knew what K-25 was doing. I had no idea what K-25 was doing.

Mr. Samford: Well, I knew it was something pretty secret, because my dad and one of my uncles worked in the Plan Department there off of A. C.’s office, and you couldn’t check out a set of drawings. You could check out a sheet or two for what you were doing that day, and that night you took it back to the Plan Room and checked it in. None of it went home with you.

Mr. Wilcox: You didn’t get to take any of it home and study it.

Mr. Samford: You didn’t get to take any of it home, you checked it out that morning, and they gave you just a sheet or two, and you checked it back in that night. There wasn’t any – I was used to having a whole set of plans for the building and a set of specifications, but I had just exactly what I was intended to see and do and nothing else.
Mr. Wilcox: Anne Marie, do you have any questions?

Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: Well, I have a few more questions if you don’t mind. My name is Anne Marie Hamilton-Brehm, and I’m the Coordinator for the Center for Oak Ridge Oral History. Tom, I was wondering if you had much contact with African Americans and if you could tell me how they were treated if you had had contact with them.
Mr. Samford: The only contact I had with African Americans was with the women cleaning crew for the few days I was up in K-6, and that was just cursory contact. I did have two African Americans working in the warehouse for about a two-week period of time, and then they left. I don’t know why. They weren’t mistreated there and they seemed to be all right.

Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: Did they work on construction at all? 

Mr. Samford: No, they worked in the warehouse. And I don’t recall any out in the field at all.

Mr. Wilcox: There were lots of African Americans working construction, concrete finishers.

Mr. Samford: Oh, yeah, they were, but I wasn’t in contact with that group.

Mr. Wilcox: I know that. I was just trying to help Anne Marie understand that yes, there were skilled workers there.
Mr. Samford: Yes, that was a separate crew. I’m sure there were some working, but the way it was, why, I just worked my little bit and nothing else.
Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: And it sounds like you were pretty busy. You said you didn’t do much except work and go home and sleep.

Mr. Samford: That’s right.

Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: So you didn’t have much time for recreation, did you?

Mr. Samford: Oh, no. I came in – I’ve forgotten what day it was – when there was a kind of a lull or rain, I came into Oak Ridge to the barber shop to get a haircut, and you had to take a number, but I took a number and I looked at how many were in front of me and I tore it up and got back in my pickup truck and just went on out without even thinking about waiting that long for a haircut.

Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: Sounds as bad as the ration lines. Do you remember those?

Mr. Samford: Yes. Corinne remembers those, probably better than I do. An interesting thing happened at the shipyard, Wainwright Shipyard. Panama City was a small city, and, of course, all these shipyard workers, they just overwhelmed. They just had one ice plant, and it sold out immediately. We would find out from the operator when the cans were going to be frozen next. If it was three o’clock in the morning, we’d go there to get a block of ice. Milk was in short supply. J. A. Jones started importing a carload of ice, milk, butter, and cottage cheese, parking it on the rail yard right in front of the shipyard gate and opening the doors and selling it out of that car to all comers, not just shipyard workers. They did that for three weeks, and then the Florida Milk Board, or something, told them they couldn’t do that anymore and they stopped it dead. They were protecting the Florida dairy business, I guess. Jones was selling it at cost anyway. Didn’t they just stop it altogether, Honey?
Mrs. Samford: Yeah.

Mr. Samford: Yeah, they just stopped it altogether rather than putting up with it. But that ice business, you had to find out when those cans were going to get frozen again and be there because he was going to sell out. Soon as it came out, it was going to be cut up into blocks and sold out.

Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: Well, do you have any other unique experiences that you remember from your days in Oak Ridge that you want to tell us about? Anything funny happen? Anybody get caught by security or sneaking liquor in, or anything fun like that?

Mr. Samford: No, I tried to sneak liquor in when I first came. I didn’t try to sneak it in, I just had some in the back of my car and they wanted to look in there and here were the bottles in plain sight, so they said, “No liquor in.” Now, I know my uncle A. C., some way or another got beer in all the time. He lived in a hotel somewhere down in town, and I don’t know how they did it. I’m sure – there was pickups coming and going all the time that had stuff in them, but he had to have a couple of bottles of beer all the time, and I know he got some in on the post, and I imagine other people did too, but I never did try. I never did drink that much. If people drank as much as I do now, they’d have to close all the whiskey stores and all the distilleries and all of the places down because they couldn’t make a living out of it. [laughter]

Mr. York: Tom, the silver ingot shipment?

Mr. Samford: Oh, he – we’ve already covered that.
Mr. York: Oh, did you? I missed that part.

Mr. Wilcox: Well, I sure do thank you, Tom. It’s been an interesting interview. We appreciate you sharing some of your history and your memories.

Mr. Samford: You’re welcome. I wish my memory was sharper than it is, but it’s not.

Mr. Wilcox: It’s sharper than most memories of people we’ve talked to. You’ve done extremely well. So I thank you very, very, very much.

Mr. Samford: Well, you’re welcome. I’m glad to do it. I’d be interested in reading some of these other interviews. You say they’re going online?

Dr. Hamilton-Brehm: Yep, as soon as we – 

Mr. Wilcox: We will. We’ll have some of them.

Mr. Samford: Well, that’s good.

Mr. Wilcox: Thank you so much.

Mr. Samford: You’re very welcome.
[end of recording]
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