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MR. MCDANIEL: Well, Marguerite, tell me about how you came to Oak Ridge.
MRS. BLAKE: I was at the University of Minnesota where I was getting my degree in theater and there was person, a young man, who showed up there in about 1950. He had been a radio person, but he really liked the theater, and had done a lot of theater. So, he turned out to be very funny and he was kind of part of the group, and eventually he and I started dating, and this was Paul Ebert, who had been in theater in Fargo, North Dakota, where he had been in the radio business. And because a doctor and his wife from Fargo had come to Oak Ridge at the request of the government -- they needed doctors -- they knew about Paul and he ended up down here in 19- ... I guess it was '50, doing a 'mellerdrammer' during the summer. The theater decided that they needed to do some summer entertainment so they did this. In the meantime, we had been dating and we were eventually married in 1954 and I was finishing up my master's degree at the university. So, essentially, I came down with him. He was, by this time, the full time director of the Oak Ridge Playhouse, so when I came down, I walked into this marvelous group of people. I had no problem with making friends, meeting people, because there was this instant group. Betty Osborne, who had been here for several years, and who was very involved with the Playhouse, sort of took me under her wing. They had a reception for me at the Playhouse and at that point I had met so many people I could hardly keep track of them. So, that was my coming to Oak Ridge. I did not think we would stay here very long, as many people who came here did not think they would stay here very long. It became a ... I loved the town almost instantly, and I think it was because there was just so much to do. I also did a lot of movies. I worked on all of the plays as a volunteer, and eventually, in I guess the second year I was here, I started teaching creative drama classes through the Playhouse. That had been my, sort of, my field, children's theater, creative drama. So, I started teaching those classes, and I realize when I look back at the children that went through those early classes that these were the children of some of the best scientists of Oak Ridge, but I didn't know that. I only knew these people as friends through a very different venue. I eventually ended up getting a job with the Girl Scouts, which was another wonderful thing, it turned out for me, because all of the women in town, the wives of the scientists that were not working were Scout leaders. So I got to know all of them, and that was very nice because many of them are still around, and were we've been involved in other organizations over the years.

About 1958, I presented to the Playhouse a scheme for sort of a general manager, publicity, ticket person. All of this had been handled by volunteers, and it was not, it was pretty well organized, but it was not ongoing, not changing, not growing, nothing was happening. It was staying pretty much the same. So, I presented this to the Playhouse, and so they hired me in 1959, as sort of part time general manager, and then that's what I did for the next 30 years, or there abouts. So, that's really how I came to Oak Ridge, and how it became my home. Why, you know, Paul ... I was married at the time to Paul Ebert, because he was the director, and when our second child was born in 1961, we did some thinking about whether we were going to actually stay in Oak Ridge. There were other opportunities, other places, but we made the decision to stay partly because we were both working in an organization that we both loved, and where we had a lot of support, the boards were very supportive, everybody was hard working. Our volunteers were incredible, casting a play was a joy, I liked working with the kids, and I started, probably 1960, doing children's plays, one a year, eventually doing two a year. So we decided to stay. I was not very political. I didn't want to go into a situation where I had to deal politically with the art scene, and the Playhouse was very non-political. It was very involved in doing the right thing, and getting good plays on and that was what they were geared to. So, we felt that that was a terrific advantage. We didn't have to play games. So, that was the decision to stay, and, except for three years when I lived in Connecticut, I have been here ever since. 
MR. MCDANIEL: Why do you think the Playhouse and the other arts organizations have thrived, especially in the early years?

MRS. BLAKE: Well, part of it was, I have to tell you, there was very little going on in Knoxville, and getting in and out of the city was hard. By the time I got here, the city was open. It had opened in the late 40's so getting back and forth was really not a problem, but there wasn't very much going on in Knoxville, and I think what had happened here is because that group of people that started things like the Playhouse, and the Art Center, and the symphony and the ballet, were wonderful volunteers. It was a volunteer town. Everybody I knew I had met through a volunteer organization. And I think because they were really devoted, and a lot of people, for instance, stayed with the children's theater long after their children had left, they were still active, and I think because the organizations were good. I think because the Playhouse had hired a professional director. I think because the symphony had Waldo Cohn, who was the conductor and who loved what he did so, and because he also knew a large group of people. I think because the attitudes were professional, that that managed to keep them going through hard times, and I think boards came and looked at that. They worked very hard to keep them going, they gave enormous amounts of time. I just have to say the time they devoted was incredible, but you know we were able to do that. I look back at my life, and my children, we did a lot of things that I see people not -- my own children -- not being able to do these days. We were involved in the Playhouse, our volunteers could come home from work at 5:30 at night, and have dinner and come down and work at the Playhouse. And because they had a real passion for these organizations, I think they did very well, and it wasn't just the arts organizations, there were many other organizations. At one point in my life I said, Okay, I have done nothing but the theatre for so long -- because I started when I was 16, and went all through school -- volunteered in Minneapolis, where I came from, at the community theater, and I said I need to do something else in addition. So I joined the League of Women Voters. It had two purposes, one is that I always think that people who aren't involved, even though this was an organization of families that were involved, scientists who were involved in the theater, I always think that people aren't somehow or other think, well they're kind of weird. They are, you know. So I thought ok, one of the things I needed to do was get out in the community and get involved in something else, so that it was kind of a cross reference so they knew I was involved with the Playhouse, but I also liked doing these other things. So, I became involved in a number of organizations, joined the Arts Council, joined the League of Women Voters, did Girl Scout things, that kind of thing, and I think that was, that was terrific. And, again, it gave me access to other wonderful people. Many of whom are still active in the League of Women Voters and things like that when I go see them. And I think that because of the attitudes were impassioned, and because these were volunteers, I think that's what, I mean, they really loved what they did as volunteers, and I really think that really kept things going way beyond what I think anybody expected. It was like the temporary houses. You know the C, D's, these were all built quote "just temporary housing." Well, those houses are wonderful. I just think, I lived in one for many years and it was small, we added on to it, as did many, many people. I said to my kids, who live in various size housings, "Did you mind living in this small house?" And they said, "No, because everybody did." Everybody lived in, you know, those center city houses for so long that nobody thought anything about it. They were small, but they were great houses, and we all loved them, and we all did something to them, so that was fun.

MR. MCDANIEL: I guess, you know, I guess... You said, you know, there was such a passion for this. Do you think that was something that was unique to this area because the people, most of the people that came to work here, I mean, they were educated people, people who had been exposed to those kinds of things, I imagine.

MRS. BLAKE: Oh, I'm sure so, although I think the feeling in the community was different. I can remember people coming to the Playhouse and seeing a play and saying to me afterwards, "Boy that looks like fun and I've never done that in my life but I am going to do it." And I cannot tell you how many times that happened because, although there were people like Charlie, who had been in plays in college, like other people, who had done some work, maybe in high school, maybe a little bit in college, they had done something like this before. I think they were educated, which is why they went to the concerts and the plays, but also that was there to do. And I think people said to other people, "Let's go to the concert. Let's go to the play." One of our slogans one year at the Playhouse was, "Come to the Playhouse and bring a friend." The idea, you know, was to bring people in and I think they did that. I think that was part of their recreation, and so I think that whole feeling that this was a major part of their lives, at one time. I'm not sure it is anymore. We didn't ... We had a television set, which we finally bought in, I think, 1956. So, people weren't doing that sort of thing. They certainly didn't have computers, they certainly didn't have the other things to serve as entertainment as you do these days. You can buy a movie on DVD and stay home and watch it, but you didn't do it, you didn't have that in those days. You had to go out of the house. One of the other things that I was thinking about today: If you wanted to have a party, what you did was go outside and wash your car, because I can remember stories about the Purdue apartment buildings, which was full of young single workers. One of the men, who used to do lights for us at the Playhouse, and who was single said, “Well on a Saturday, you want to have a party you go outside you start washing your car,” and pretty soon somebody else has drifted out, pretty soon you got enough group and somebody says, "OK," you know, "let's get together and you bring this and you bring that," and you'd have a party. And I don't think that sort of thing goes on, even within your own neighborhood. But it certainly went on in the early days. So, it was just a different thing. And, as Charlie said, Playhouse parties were part of the glue that held everybody together, because you had a party after every performance. It’s not possible to do these days people come from too far away, and that's too bad, because that was really part of the fun.

MR. MCDANIEL: What was the relationship like -- and there may not have been a relationship -- but, you know, through the years, you know, I know the Playhouse has always had, you know, grassroots support from people in the community. What was the relationship between the Playhouse and the government, the city or maybe the Playhouse and the federal government that was doing anything here? 

MRS. BLAKE: Well, the early days, there was some, partly because the government actually started the recreation idea, and the idea of the Playhouse, I think, started under the auspices of the Recreation Department, and then eventually became its own entity. There was a certain amount of support from the ... Union Carbide, not much in those days but some. As a matter of fact Charlie was part of a charter group for the Arts Council, and one of the reasons we started an Arts Council was that two things had happened, one is that getting money from Union Carbide was not easy. The other thing that happened was we had invited down a member of the, I think it was the Rockefeller Foundation, to take a look at building a performing arts center, and we didn't get very far on it. There was no coordination between groups, and so then the Arts Council started getting underway, and was formed partly to coordinate the money from the merchants and from Union Carbide and partly to get the organizations talking to each other. There was a certain amount of rivalry because you sort of went for the same people, and if you went to raise money you sort of went to the same people. It didn't cost very much to come to the Playhouse in the early days. A season ticket was just not very expensive. One of the things that we did, and I'm trying to remember, Patty had just been born, it must have been 1961. To raise money was we wrote to Hans Conried, who at that time was a fairly popular TV and movie star. He had just done, not long before that, "The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T", which had become sort of a cult movie. He was in several TV shows, especially one with Danny Thomas, and I had read that he was starting a touring show of readings, and I thought, "Well, that might be kind of fun." So we got hold of him, and he agreed to come. It was really fun. I remember the cost of the tickets was $1.50 for members, and $2.00 for non-members. We sold tickets by saying to -- I got a group of about 20-25 people, and I said, “If you sell 20 tickets to this, you can come to the party afterwards,” because he was very generous with his time. He was wonderful. He said, “What can I do for publicity for this? I'll do anything.” So he agreed to come to this party. So, we sold a whole batch of tickets that way, and that was kind of an early fundraiser. But when you think about what you charged for tickets, it wasn't very much, but he came for free, and he arranged it this way. He used to be on the Jack Parr Show all the time. So he said, "OK, I'll fly from California to the Jack Parr Show. I will advertise this on the Jack Parr Show. I will mention this on the Jack Parr Show, and then on my way home I will fly down, stop in Oak Ridge, then fly home, but it will all be on the Jack Parr Show." So, that's what he did, which was incredible. It was a lot of fun, but ... 

MR. MCDANIEL: Did he advertise it? Did he mention you on the show?

MRS. BLAKE: Oh, he sure did.

MR. MCDANIEL: Did he?

MRS. BLAKE: He sure did, yeah. He was just the nicest man. He was great. So that was, you know, the kind of thing we did as a fundraiser, but it didn't cost anything.

MR. MCDANIEL: When was that? Do you remember about when it was?

MRS. BLAKE: Yeah it was 1960, it must have been '61 or 2, because Patty, Patty was a baby. He was carrying her around because we had to take her with us when we went to pick him up at the airport, and he just loved kids.

MR. MCDANIEL: I remember him.

MRS. BLAKE: Yeah, he was great, and he was big. We had a Volkswagen Bus at the time, and he just filled it up, because he was 6'4", big man. And another funny thing about him was, before the show, I went in to say, "How are you doing?" It was at the high school auditorium, and he was sitting there with his head in his hands, and I thought, something's wrong, something's wrong, something's wrong. And he said, "No, no, no! I just always throw-up right before a performance." (laughter) So, anyway, he went out there and just charmed everybody to death. He was just a great guy. So, we did that, but all of these organizations were sort of going after that same dollar. So, then we formed the Arts Council, and divided everything up so we could, you know, do it better, and it's... that's still in existence today too, and again with great volunteers.

MR. MCDANIEL: Does it work? Did it work? I mean, did the system work?
MRS. BLAKE: Yes, it did. It was a much easier system, and not everybody, and the big companies, like, for instance, now Battelle, and then it was Martin Marietta, Lockheed-Martin Marietta, that money was just asked for by the Arts Council, and that came in at the top, and everybody divided that money up, and then each group had its own list of people they went to. Some groups did better than others. So, and then, of course, they ... the Playhouse also had, they started the Tennessee Arts Commission and one of our Playhouse good persons. She was a piano player and she had worked on many of the Playhouse musicals, was on the first committee for the Tennessee Arts Commission. So we knew the people on the Tennessee Arts Commission. We started requesting money from them early on, and I think this year they gave, I think, something like $19,000 to the Playhouse. So that is still an ongoing thing that had been started after I came here, because there was no such thing, and we did, you know, did a lot of things. We toured a children's play under the auspices of the Tennessee Arts Commission, which was one of the most wonderful experiences that we ever did because we went out to the little mining communities, and these organizations that, these towns that used to do church drama had long since stopped so we brought them a play for free. They could do anything. They could charge money for it. They could offer it for free. They could do it in the church, in the school gym, wherever they wanted to do it, and then they could use whatever money they made from it. So, that was one of the great things that the Art Commission did for us, and it was a long process. It took us two years to set it up, and then we did it one summer. We did 15 performances, I think.

MR. MCDANIEL: Wow. How was Oak Ridge ... ? How did your kids do growing up in Oak Ridge? I'm sure they were involved in the Playhouse, obviously, but, I mean, how was the school system for the kids?
MRS. BLAKE: Well, I think it was great. My kids, because Paul was Catholic, took their early elementary days at St. Mary's Catholic School, but in 8th grade they changed and went to Jefferson, and then went through the high school. I think it was great. I think they had opportunities that were just wonderful, and, I have to say, that the kids that we were mostly involved with were kids who were very active. And when I did an audition for a play I used to have to say to these kids, "You have to look at your schedule, because you can't, you either have to decide that you have to organize yourself enough to be able to do your school grades well, play in the band, do this, do that, and still be in a play. If you think you can do that fine, but the minute your school grades go, you're out." So, these kids were terrific. That's exactly what they did, and they were involved in many things. We had to make a big deal with the high school band because a lot of the kids played in the band, and in the fall, of course, there were rehearsals. So, I made this deal with the band director that on the Thursday night of dress rehearsals, I got the kids instead of him. So we had to work that out, but the kids were very busy, very active that I knew. There was always something to do. Both of my girls took dance, and one of them, particularly, took ballet for a long time. They had been part of the Campfire Girls, but for my kids the Playhouse was the big thing. So that wasn't really big. I think it is a great town for kids. There are lots of activities, if you want to do it, there are lots of sports activities, my kids were very non-sporty. They were not at all competitive, but they all took the Red Cross swimming lessons in the summer. Went down there at eight in the morning, froze to death, but they all learned to swim and dive, so they all did that. Summers were wonderful because in the mornings, frequently, a bunch of the kids would take art classes. At that time the city offered art classes. So they would go to that,

and then we would spend all afternoons at the pool, and we were at the pool maybe four afternoons a week. So, there was never a problem with finding anything for the kids to do, and I think they really appreciate that. They look at, my son who has three daughters now really, really understands how really lucky he was, and living in a small community, where thing were easily accessible. So you could drive quickly. Although during the gas shortage I remember a friend of mine, who lived on the far west end of town, clocked what seemed like hundreds of miles to her driving back and forth to the center part of town, but we lived right there. We live right in the center of town.

MR. MCDANIEL: Where'd you live?
MRS. BLAKE: We lived right off Michigan Ave. right behind ... We bought the house because it was close to the Playhouse, and we could walk to the Playhouse.

MR. MCDANIEL: Right, right, right ...
MRS. BLAKE: So, my kids ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Is the house still there?
MRS. BLAKE: Oh, yeah. Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is it on Michigan?
MRS. BLAKE: It's off Michigan. It's on East Magnolia.

MR. MCDANIEL: Oh, yeah, yeah ...
MRS. BLAKE: Yeah, so it was great because we just walked down to the Alexander and for a long time there was a City Club involved with the Alexander because that's how you could get liquor. The town ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Yeah, tell me ... Tell me about the Alexander. Because that, I hadn't heard anybody talk about that much.

MRS. BLAKE: Well, the Alexander was a very enduring place. It, of course, was the place for people to stay when they came to this community, and so all kinds of famous people had stayed at the Alexander. The rooms were small, the lobby was very unpretentious. They had a dining room that was so-so, but they had a party room that, you know, a lot of wedding receptions, a lot of parties, a lot of Playhouse things were held in that party room at the Alexander. So it was a very active venue, and because Oak Ridge was dry through several of the years when I first came, the only way then after you could get drinks was to belong to a club called the City Club, which had a little bar there at the hotel, and it was owned for a while -- it was finally bought by Gene Joyce, Tom Hill, and Merle Boatman, and there was one other person. Merle Boatman still owns it. He bought it from the others, and there was a swimming pool, a wonderful little swimming pool. So I said to Tom Hill one day, "Listen, I just live up the street, can I join the City Club, and come use your pool?" and he said, "Just come use the pool." So, by George, the kids and I all would go down and use that pool right down then, at five o'clock in the afternoon, we'd walk down to the Alexander and swim in the pool for a while, and walk home, which was wonderful. But it was great, and we had a very good friend who had had a stroke like at the same time as Patricia Neal had hers, and they didn't think she was ever going to be anything, but it turned out she got some very good care, and they brought her to Oak Ridge because the Daniel Arthur Rehabilitation Center, at that time, had an expert in stroke speech. A person there who really worked with people and got them to speak again. So, Ricky came and stayed at the Alexander, and went to Daniel Arthur for her rehab, and she was there for two years. So she lived in the Alexander. So we were down visiting her all the time. She had a lot of people come visit her. So, it was ... it had lots of things going for it, and I think we were all really sad. Matter of fact, one of the Christmas pictures I had taken with the kids was in front of the Alexander Hotel, because it was just such a nice place, with rocking chairs in the front, and it was very pleasant, but then, you know, they built fancier motels, and nobody wanted to stay in a government built building, and so it eventually just lost its clientele, and went downhill. So, it makes me sad because it was a great place, and I would love to have the preservation committee be able to build it. It's going to be tough, because I gather there are a lot of problems with it.

MR. MCDANIEL: So I would imagine. Well, is there anything else you can think of? I mean, you know, you really talked about really what I wanted to talk to you about, you know, the whole arts thing and everything.
MRS. BLAKE: Well, I always thought that Oak Ridge was a great town to live in. I think, I think things began to change, I have to tell you, when Boeing came in, and the reason that changed is because the Boeing people sold houses in Seattle that were worth a lot of money, and in Oak Ridge, I can remember when one of the D houses up on Ogden Circle, which was a lovely house, sold for $12,500 and we were all just appalled at anybody paying $12,500 for a house, which, of course, anybody would give a right arm for now. But when Boeing came in the people had really, it wasn't that new houses hadn't been built, but they were houses out on the east end of town, and they weren't really that expensive at that time. A friend built a really wonderful house for $26,000, I remember. But when Boeing came in they had this money, and they had the capital gains they had to pay, so they started building the bigger houses, and I think in a way that changed the personality of Oak Ridge. The bigger houses came in, and the neighborhoods with the bigger houses, and I think what happened is, for a lot of real estate people, the center of the city was no longer a desirable place to sell houses, because they didn't make a lot of money off them, they were now selling big houses, and that was too bad. The houses in the center of the city are wonderful houses. I don't know how many people realize you can take a D house, and you can gut it on the inside and build it anyway you want, and it's just a great house, but anyway, I think that changed the personality, and it changed the personality from the volunteer sort of organizations to one where people wanted to be entertained without doing it themselves, and I hear that young people won't come here because there aren't any clubs. There is no place to go to hang out. Nobody thought about that when I first came town. Nobody would have even thought about doing that, they didn't need it. There was just enough going on. So, I think that has changed. I think a lot of people volunteer, but the volunteer time is limited. They don't have the kind of long intense volunteer time that we used to have, and that has made a difference in the town, so ... And there has you know a little bit of a class system introduced, and that was not true in the early days, because you have got a house based on your family size. In most cases, it had nothing to do with your position at the Laboratory as much as it was your family size. So if you had a bigger family, you got a bigger house, and, as a result, everybody from all levels lived together, and it made a lot of difference in your attitude about the town. So, you know, I've regretted losing that classless system that we once had in the town. I still can't, I wouldn't even imagine living anyplace else, partly because, of course, our kids grew up here. Our friends are still here. We still like doing what there is to do around here. We can't do it all, because there's still too much for us to do, so I can't imagine wanting to go anyplace else, but it has changed. Government has changed, attitude the ... I always think when you run a government in the city there's always been divisive features, and certainly one of our town council members, they tried to impeach him, partly because of the segregation situation, but I'm unhappy to see the people who have come along in this really great city now not wanting things to develop or be progressive or move along because it might cost a little bit. We are very much in favor of, you know, doing whatever it takes to get the town back to an interesting, attractive ... I can't imagine driving through this town and saying, "Oh this really looks interesting. I want to live here," at the moment in terms of that, because it's different looking, and we really, you know, I just think we need to do some things to move it along. 
MR. MCDANIEL: Ok. Well, I think that's great.
MRS. BLAKE: Ok.

MR. MCDANIEL: I think that's great.
[End of Interview]
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