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MR. MCDANIEL: Tell me a little bit, first, about how you got to Oak Ridge and when you came.

MR. BLAKE: OK, I'll be happy to because that was a very important decision I made back in somewhere in about January the 30th, 1950. I had just finished my thesis, and was looking for jobs, of course, and colleges interviewed me while we were at the colleges. I had seen a lot of the companies that would send interviewers around. I was expecting to get some interviews with DuPont and with Rohm Haas and maybe Los Alamos, but I was particularly looking forward to getting one from Oak Ridge, because my research adviser, Professor Herbert Harnid, had been a consultant down here during the ‘40's and he had told me that, yeah, that's a very interesting place to work. So, I did, indeed, eventually I got an interview trip down here at the end of January in 1950. Very interesting, had no idea what the town looked like, and found, indeed, that that was a very interesting place to think about living. First of all, it was small community and we had, my wife Mary and I, had always lived in a big city like New Haven, Connecticut, or Stanford, Connecticut, and we had thought that we would like a somewhat smaller place to live. Next of all, it was the fact that it was kind of a secure place which was interesting to us. Then we had heard a lot about the school system. That was great. So it came down. I went out to Y-12 at the North Portal out there, couldn't get into the plant because I didn't, obviously, at that time, have any kind of security clearance. So the interview was held up in the little office in the North Portal. The guy I interviewed -- and it turned out eventually to be my boss -- was Keith Brown, but we couldn't talk much about the work. We could talk about what I had done, which I enjoyed doing. We then got a chance to take a tour around town. Had dinner at the Methodist Men's Club, which met in the Grove Center Fire Department. I suppose that everybody knows that back then, in those days, the churches met in the theaters in town, but the men's club had their dinner where there was a kitchen and that was at the Grove Center Fire Department. The guy was taking me around, seemed to be very pleased with Tulip Town. Tulip Town was a big supermarket that they had just installed in Grove Center. Incidentally, after that became some sort of recreation place, and now it is full of offices over there, but the building still stands. So does the fire department. There is some sort of physical therapy kind of an outfit in there now. The housing was sort of an interesting situation, all of these A's, B's, C's, D's, E's, F's and whatever. What I had studied, I was a physical chemist. I had got a PhD in physical chemistry, had been studying the diffusion coefficients of various solutions, of the ions of various solutions. So, physical chemistry was a kind of thing that they obviously were hoping to find that I could do some things for them down here, and eventually the first year of my work was essentially doing physical chemistry. I started at Y-12. Y-12 at that time was still operated by Tennessee Eastman. Not long after I came down here, Union Carbide took over all the installations, including the laboratory. They had been down here originally to construct K-25, so I eventually became a Union Carbide employee. I worked down at first at Y-12 from up until around 1960 when they built an addition over at ORNL [Oak Ridge National Laboratory], and we moved, physically, into that building. I had started working in something called Materials Chemistry Division. We never had an organization chart, although there were a lot of people in it. We always thought it was always fascinating that the day we published an organization chart, they dissolved the division. We then became a part of an ORNL division, which was physically located at Y-12, and eventually we got space we moved over to ORNL, and I worked at solvent extraction at that time. One of the things that was extremely important was to be able to recover uranium from ores, particularly the carnatite ores from the western plateau, and we were working on solutions where we could selectively extract uranium so that the, obviously, that the uranium could then be put to other uses. I worked in that until about 1965, I guess it was, and somewhere along the line I had gotten involved with interviewing, going around to various colleges and interviewing prospective employees. I found it was interesting because I was telling them all the things about Oak Ridge and why they should come down here to work, and obviously they were the same things I looked at a number of years earlier from my own employment. Then, because I had been involved not only in the college recruiting, work at the Laboratory, the Oak Ridge Playhouse, of which I was a very active member, Cub Scouts, church, and various other things, the government, I became a candidate for a new kind of work, a total shift in direction. By that time the Equal Opportunity laws had come into effect, and the government had said that every government contractor at each installation had to have something called an EEO coordinator, an Equal Employment Opportunity Coordinator. I was a candidate, and I eventually got the job for the Nuclear Energy Division. So I left the Laboratory moved back to Y-12 where the division headquarters were and became the coordinator for the Affirmative Action programs that we were developing throughout the country, and particularly here in Oak Ridge. That was very successful. I enjoyed the shift in careers. I think everybody ought to have a chance somewhere along the line to change, to shift gears, and I think I probably worked harder at that job than I had before. I found it very interesting, I'm so glad that I was able to use their technical background because every problem that you have always has different factors, and so you have to analyze them piece-by-piece. You can't change the whole system at one time. This is my scientific approach coming in. I was applying it to something like Affirmative Action, which I found very useful. So I perked along doing that work up until 1976. In '76 I moved from Oak Ridge to Union Carbide Corporate Headquarters, and I became its corporate manager for Equal Employment Opportunity. I really enjoyed that too, because where do you get a chance to write your own job requirements. These kinds of things, Equal Opportunity Coordinator hadn't existed before. So you have a chance to say, Ok, this is what has to be done, and you can tell your supervisor that this is, has to be done and they will say, "Well, if you say so. That is what your job is." I had a great time, because up there I became involved with my equivalents at all the other corporations, and especially with the chemical companies, and I found myself being real buddies with the DuPonts, and the Rohm Haas, the people with whom I had considered being an employee years and years previous to that. Then when it became time to retire, where else was one going to go? I was always determined that I was going to come back to Oak Ridge. By now I had married Marguerite, because Mary had been killed in an automobile accident several years previous. All of her three kids had been born in Oak Ridge, all of Mary's and my three kids had been born in Oak Ridge, and there was no other place. All of our friends were here in Oak Ridge. So back I came and I jumped into working at the Playhouse again. I hadn't done any acting and I still haven't done ... I keep thinking, "Someday..."

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, let's go back to the early ... to the first time when you first moved down here. Let's talk about ... let's go back to how ... I wanted to get that about when you first came down here and the housing situation. Tell me about the impression you had from that.

MR. BLAKE: Well, in the drive around town I was shown the various little developments, in Grove Center and Jackson Square. I was given an introduction into the various kinds of housing, and the E's, the C's, and the D's, and the F's. And I said, well, this is kind of intriguing. But we were told ... explained to us then that there was an organization called, I think it was Management Systems Incorporated, I think, At that time, MSI was in-charge of the housing so that employees, when they came down were assigned a house or an apartment depending on the size of the family. So when Mary and I had come down, we knew we were going into some sort of one bedroom location, and, indeed, we were eventually assigned one bedroom apartment in an E unit, which was called E-1 on Florida Ave. That building still exists. It was really a very comfortable place to be. It was a small living room, small bedroom, and a small kitchen, and we enjoyed it extremely much. Well, what happened, I came down and reported for work then, but Mary didn't come with me until we had we found a location so I stayed temporarily on the West end of town called Jefferson, and part of that building still stands. It's a kind of an Army barracks sort of thing, where a couple of barracks were hitched together into an L shaped apartment building. In that case, there was a small bedroom, and you shared a bathroom with an adjacent bedroom. I had been in there for about a week or so when they said, "OK, Charlie, you have got an apartment." And I went and looked at it. Well this is great, because we had been living in a Quonset hut in New Haven at Yale. The graduate students’ Quonset huts were divided into two apartments, so it was not a big shift for us. I didn't have any furniture at the time, but my boss lent me a mattress, which I took over, and threw down on the floor in that E-1 and slept on that mattress until I went back to Connecticut to pick up Mary and the cats and drive on down. I should say that that first trip that I came down was in addition exploring the possibilities for work, and living, I also determined at that same time that there were great things going on in that time in Oak Ridge, because first of all there was a community theater, because I had been active in the theater. There was a symphony orchestra, there was every kind of club from African violets to zinnias, so I said, this is a very active place. One of the reasons being I suppose, because of being an enclosed city. If the individuals didn't do things like start community theater -- "Let's put on a play!" -- a Mickey Rooney kind of thing, "Let's get together and put on a play!" That's what happened in 1943 in Oak Ridge, because there is still documentation that says where the first meeting of the Playhouse was. If we hadn't done that at those times we would not have had those things, and so it was a really a very exciting time to be in a place like Oak Ridge in the 1950's. So, on the way back to Knoxville, because I had flown in for the interview to Knoxville, and then stayed in the Andrew Johnson Hotel there, and taken the bus out to Oak Ridge to my interview, on my way back I sat behind a woman who had a baby in her lap, and, shortly, she pushed the window open. She was chewing tobacco and spitting out the window and at the same time she started nursing her baby, and I said, when I called Mary that night I said, “This is a great place to live.” We accepted the job down here. We arrived in, let's see, January... Oh, no! Did I say I started in June 20th? June 20th was the time I started. We came down on the Fourth of July weekend with our three cats and stopping at the various sites along the way. Moved into the E-1, it was great.

MR. MCDANIEL: So, what was it like? I mean, you know, you said you'd always lived in a big city when you came here, I mean, was there any culture shock? Or was it not because, you know, Oak Ridge was kind of this isolated place that, you know, kept the outsiders out, you know, and everybody else in?
MR. BLAKE: No, there was no ... We, I cannot recall any kind of a cultural shock at all. First of all we liked movies. There were three, four theaters. Four if you counted the one in Jefferson which showed old movies. So, we could go to the movies. We went to the movies like twice a week. It was very much like the old Army routine where the movies, they showed movies Sunday through Tuesday, Wednesday night was a change, and then Thursday through Saturday was the same, so we had plenty of movies to do, but, immediately got involved with the Playhouse. I was looking the other day at the programs for the Playhouse, and the first three plays that we had in the last, 1950, the early 1951, the first three plays, by looking at the program, 80 people were involved, 80 different people involved with those plays. So immediately you were thrust into a large group. Many of those people in those plays became long and steadfast friends. I was in the first play, which was "Born Yesterday", Mary was in the second, which was "Silver Whistle", and then I came back and I was in the third play, which was " Guest in the House." As I say, I think there were 30 of those 80 people became long term, committed friends. One of the things that happened in terms of social life was concerned, revolved around those groups. I remember Mary being in "Guest in the House", I mean in "Silver Whistle", that group determined that they were going to continue to have parties forever, and they did. For many years there was always a "Guest in the House" I mean a "Silver Whistle" party going on. I remember when you came down for your first reading of a play, one of the jobs as the assistant director was to take the party schedule down. Who is going to have the first Friday night party? Who is going to have the second Friday night party? So after they got that out of the way, we started rehearsing. So there was no cultural shock. First of all there was a very sophisticated work relation experience, and next of all there was the cultural activities that we were participating in. This was before children, of course. After children, there is another factor built in, but we were both Methodist. We started going to the Methodist church, the First Methodist Church, and Mary became active in the women's society so she met a lot of women that way. There were people of the same kinds of backgrounds as you were working so I think there were, in that first group that I worked with, 20 or 30 of us continued to socialize although the groups may have dissolved. Some people have gone to one division or in another division, and to this day some of the other people that I met in the first week, two weeks of our existence down here are still friends. Unfortunately, a lot of them have moved or many have died in the process, but no, cultural shock we never felt.

MR. MCDANIEL: There's one thing I wanted to ask you about, Charlie, since you lived here in the '50s and '60s and you were involved with affirmative action in your employment later on. What was it, what was the ... Were there, I mean, this was during desegregation, you know, that ... What were the racial ... ? Were there racial issues in, inside the city of Oak Ridge that were being dealt with or ... ?
MR. BLAKE: Yeah, surely there were always those issues. We had, the government, in its interesting ways, had created a black community and built houses separate in what is called the Scarboro community today, in which they were the same as many of the houses being built elsewhere in Oak Ridge. But no, there was always kind of a class situation, but most of the people were employed so that helped a lot. Yeah, there were some problems, real problems with integration at the schools, crosses being burnt on the lawns of one of the town council members, because he was very much for integrating the schools. It wasn't very long before there was a real problem in Clinton about integrating that school, in which an outside guy named John Casper, came down and fomented so much antagonism that the school actually got blown up, but yeah, there were, indeed, racial problems. My association though was entirely kind of a different thing. What we were, what the equal employment plan was to increase the employment of minorities first and then women as well. Interesting thing about the Civil Rights Act, when it was passed, obviously, it was at the strong support of Lyndon Johnson that the Civil Rights Act got passed. The focus was on minority employment, and that was black, essentially, not Hispanic or Asian, as it eventually evolved into, but one of the southern congressmen had injected into the Civil Rights Act that they added the words, "minorities and women." Added the word, "women." He knew what that was going to do, was going to get the bill defeated. Actually, it passed. However the government, in enforcing these regulations, said that at first they were really going to concentrate on increasing the black employment at the various locations. When we started in, all the jobs in Oak Ridge were probably, only about two percent were black. The community itself was six percent black, but if you looked to the Knoxville area, so on and so forth, it would bring the ratio up to around 12 percent, or something like that. I don't know what the exact statistics are now, but during the time that I was involved with Equal Opportunity program, the ratio kept going up and up. Not only total employment but we had to pay attention to how many managers you had, and how many skilled workers you had, and how many scientists you had, and how many clerical workers you had, all the whole range of things. Yeah, there were problems, but I think that the Oak Ridge community reacted very well to the program of Equal Opportunity. There are still some problems that people in Scarboro, a number of them are still insisting, because their locations, their houses were built close to the Y-12 plant, that they were exposed to chemicals that people elsewhere in the city were not exposed to. That question is still going on, although many surveys were saying that no, that is not a factor.I always believed that when we were working here, when I was working here, that we were being very particular about making sure that we were not endangering the environment or the people. Of course, we were working in the ‘50's with the kind of scientific evidence that was available at the time, and that volume of knowledge has increased over the years. So analysis have gotten much more sophisticated so you are able to test smaller and smaller quantities, and so what was deemed to be totally safe at the time, may have, to some extent, missed some important factors. But I believe all along, it was my belief, it is hard to tell about other people what they felt, but my belief was that we were paying strict attention to the environment and the effect on the employees wearing badges, of course, for radiation. I remember I got involved in some work at one time, when we were dealing with some chemicals which might have caused a hazard and we were subjected to blood tests all the time we were working on, it just to make sure there was no problem with it.

 MR. MCDANIEL: Do you have any other stories, either work-related or community-related, or things that would stand out in your mind? 

MR. BLAKE: Interesting, interesting ... 

MR. MCDANIEL: I mean anything, you know, anything interesting or unique or funny or ... 

MR. BLAKE: So many of the funny things revolve around productions of plays of course.

MR. MCDANIEL: That's fine. 
[Phone rings]
MR. BLAKE: I told you!

MR. MCDANIEL: Just continue with your thought. Ok. 

MR. BLAKE: It's obvious to the people who know me, that I spend a great deal of my time in the Playhouse -- doing acting or sweeping floors or cleaning johns or building scenery, or doing lighting -- and that was a very, very satisfying thing to do. When you're in a play, for example, you're playing someone else, so it gives you a chance to shift your character so you can live somebody's else's life for a while. Paul Ebert, who was the director of the Playhouse for so many years, and during the time that I was there, used to say that he ran the biggest therapy shop in town simply because we, who were working at the Laboratory, could never talk about what we were doing even with our families. So, when you got a chance to play somebody else, it was a very nice thing to do. We always had a dream of having our own theater. We worked, when I first came, in an old grocery store, meat market kind of a thing, which was located, essentially, somewhere near where the Garden Plaza Hotel is now. Earlier they had been

in things like a mule barn, an old mule barn up in ...

[Break in video]

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, well... All right.

MR. BLAKE: I'll go back a little bit then.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok.
MR. BLAKE: When I came and started getting involved in the Playhouse, we were working and rehearsing in a little old meat market, grocery kind of a complex which had originally been where the hutments and the trailers were located in the late ‘40's, somewhere over where ORNL is building its new building, and near the K-25 Credit Union. Earlier they had performed in an old original building called the Mule Barn up off of Orange Lane. From there they moved to, actually, the Scarboro Recreational Building, because that had been where hutments had been originally located. They tore those down but the building was standing out there prior to the time they built the Scarboro housing. That presented some kind of a problem for the people, because it was a long ways away from Jackson Square where much of the activity was. If they had a rehearsal or something, they had to bus people out to Scarboro. Eventually we moved to a building out on Robertsville Road, another meat market, and from there we bought our own building, which happened to be the Center Theater in Jackson Square, one of the three theaters operated by an outfit based in West Virginia. They had let it be known that they would like somebody to buy the building, but nobody, the person who bought it, would never be able to show movies in it, at least for 15 years as competition to their other two theaters. But this was a 600 seat movie theater with a small stage, a teeny weensy stage as a matter of fact, and no dressing rooms, nothing like a green room for relaxation or hiding while the play was going on elsewhere. So I became, because I had been president of the Playhouse, I became the guy who was put into charge of remodeling the Center Theater and converting it from a 600 seat movie theater to a 350 seat stage with a proscenium arch, where we had lighting booths. Downstairs, there was some recreation and bathrooms. This took pretty much of a year to do it. We were lucky to get a couple of relatives of Ruth Carey, who was very active in the Playhouse, to do the design work, and we worked on that all of one winter. It took a lot of work because we did a lot of the electrical work ourselves, running new wires for the lighting. And the architect, on opening night, was in the audience, of course. What we had done was assigned, because Marguerite had done this, she had assigned families in town a whole row of seats to each family for them to upholster. We gave them the material for them to do the upholstery work, and we had just replaced those. We were still hanging the lights on the auditorium wall when the curtain went up for our first performance of "Teahouse of the August Moon". I happened to be in the lobby when the architect came up and said to us, "There's a tack in my seat." Sure enough, of all the people for one of the upholstery tacks to be left sticking straight up in the middle of the seat, it was he. He... he kept coming. He's still a good friend. (laughter) But the construction of that building was very interesting because we had to make some sort of communication from the lobby end to the stage end, because there was nothing that was provided in that way. You went into the lobby of that theater, you went down through the auditorium, you went up onto the stage, and that was it, but there was no way to communicate from the front end of the building to the back end of the building. So we had to dig a tunnel underneath. We ran into all kinds of things like steam pipes, because the building was heated with steam at that time. If we had not done, so you'd walk down a tunnel and right about chest high you'd hit smack up against a six-inch steam line. The ... I bumped on the microphone didn't I? But, I can remember being down there with a plumber and good friend, Bud Rueben, we were down there about two o'clock in the morning while we were rerouting that steam line. We ran into more difficulty than we thought so we got later and later and later. I know Jean Rueben was beginning to wonder where her husband was, and she called the fire department, who was next door to us, and they sent somebody over and said, "Oh, yeah they’re under the floor welding away down there. Everything's ok." The Playhouse has just been a wonderful thing for so many families for Oak Ridge. It's the same thing with the symphony orchestra. The symphony orchestra has been so important, and, of course, there is the ballet, and, as I mentioned earlier, there are so many clubs that our activities were very varied and many.

MR. MCDANIEL: What's life like now for you? Back here, living here, retired.
MR. BLAKE: Well, of course we knew, I had been in New York from 1975 to 1987, I think that's about right, but we had visited back so many times, we kept up with what was happening to our friends here, and what they were doing, so it was no change really in what we expected. We found a home here, and found loving friends still here. The change? I guess comes mostly with what retirement is. We were always very busy. There were the organizations, there were the children, and there was the family, there was work, we managed to do it all, and when we came back we found people asking us, "What are you doing now that you are retired?" The standard answer from me and many other retirees is, "Well I can't really tell you what we are doing, but we are busier than we ever were before." It's true, and we keep wondering, how did we do it before. The city has changed to some extent, of course. I think, getting back to something like the Playhouse, we find that there are not as many families involved in the Playhouse as there used to be. It's rare now, but there are occasions that the third generation of somebody in the family is now working at the Playhouse. The numbers of people coming to participate in the Playhouse activities are from a much wider community. They come from Knoxville, and somebody was coming in from a long, I had forgotten what it was, but it's a major commute just to get to do rehearsing. So, that kind of thing has changed. We do a lot of traveling of course, so it means you can't commit yourself to doing something like a play. I'd love to do something like a play that would take six weeks, but we would never know when we would be going off somewhere exotic for traveling. The kids have grown and gone. So, in essence, what we are doing is living a very full life, but it's somewhat different than what it was before.

MR. MCDANIEL: Let me ask you a question: The thing, one of the things I get from most people that I talk to is, you know, talk about all the organizations, they talk about the ... I guess -- it might take a minute to explain my thought -- Of course, you know, I know now, whenever someone starts something new, whenever I start something new, you know, there's excitement about it, I have a sense of purpose, I have an enthusiasm about that, that kind of flows over into my personal life. If it's work, you know, and it's something that kind of flows over. I think one of the things that I just want you to comment on is, that I discovered is, in the early days, Oak Ridge, especially in the '40s, everybody that was here, almost everybody that was here felt that. They felt a sense of mission, they felt there's a reason that they were here. Their living conditions were probably substandard from where it would be, somewhat, if they were someplace else and, in the... but that was OK because that was, they were here, there was sense of purpose for what they were doing. Was that still ... was that still going on when you came in the '50s and '60s? Was that still, kind of, you know, people came here because there were... The war was over, the gates were open, but there was still important work being done here. There were still important things being done here.

MR. BLAKE: Very important things and, indeed, there was still a strong sense of purpose. Never any question. See I left the technical aspect of the work down here in 1967, so for those 17 years there was never any question what we were doing was a very necessary and had to be done. No question about it. I ... My own work, because I had been involved in so many varied things outside of work, I was very happy actually, after those 17 years, to be involved in something else, because I began to have a feeling that everybody ought to have a chance to shift gears somewhere along the line in their career, because I think tackling something new is a very important thing to be able do. But I still felt that all the work that was going on at the time was extremely important. And I think now, just from reading in the newspapers and hearing what my friends are talking about, that there is a renewed sense of excitement about the big things that are happening here in Oak Ridge right now. So, it has changed somewhat, but I still think there is that excitement of working here. No, I haven't any question about that. I think that the government's getting a good return on their investment from all the work that is being done in Oak Ridge. I think so. Yep.

[End of Interview]
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