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MR. MCDANIEL: Well, tell me a little about your experience. When did you first come to Oak Ridge? Or were you here already?
MR. FOX: I grew up in Oliver Springs. I was born in 1929 on the farm three miles out of Oliver Springs. My family ran a dairy farm. We sold milk in the town of Oliver Springs and got up and delivered it each morning before school and still got to school on time. We got up at 4:30, milked at five and got to school each day. Long about in '42 one day me and my buddy, Charles Jones, got carried away with a pinball machine in downtown Oliver Springs, in a small restaurant. We didn't make it back to school by the time, for school to take up after lunch and we were strolling back about 30 minutes, late. The lady that had a telephone office -- and that's back when they wore the headset, had the crank telephones -- the lady run out and hollered at us, said, "Boys! Boys! Go get Mr. Britain," -- he was the principal of the high school -- "very quickly, got an important phone call from Washington, D.C." Well, us not thinking very clear, we take off running and run into the principal’s office. We were in between the two classes. Told him, had an important phone call. He goes in a run -- a little bitty fellow weighed 105 pounds -- and he went on a run.  He went running to the phone office. He got a call from Washington, I believe it was Senator McKellar that had called him, and told that the government had condemned 56,000 acres for the war project. Professor came back, called all the students together and give us the outline of where the boundaries of Oak Ridge -- which are still the boundaries today -- and dismissed school early for everybody to go home and tell their parents. And within a very short time, trucks was coming in and my older brother that was living at home, working at ALCOA, at the aluminum plant, and the fellow rode, run a bus from Oliver Springs to haul the workers, well he got the idea to buy him a bus and start a bus line into Oak Ridge and immediately started hiring workers. He bought a '36 Dodge bus for $600 and started running from Briceville and Lake City a-hauling the workers in. Here in Oak Ridge, the first clock alleys that they had for people to clock in was over here right near Y-12, where the large red brick building is now, that the Spallation Neutron just moved out of? And there was an old barn there with a silo but they put a clock alley in, that's where the people reported for work to go out for the different tasks. While they were moving the people out, the government was buying all the property and cleaning up fence rows and tearing down buildings. The second clock alley was up here where the telephone maintenance shop is, Laboratory Road at Bus Terminal Road, and that's where the second place we started to unload. I would ride the buses and attend school part time at Oliver Springs and if a bus needed repairs I'd go take it to the shop and then bring it back to the driver.

MR. MCDANIEL: And how old were you back then?
MR. FOX: I was 13 at the time, but I grew up on a farm I knew how to drive and ... The government ... my brother bought two more buses to put on running. About that time the government came in, brought people from Greyhound and set up a bus authority here in Oak Ridge. They called it American Industrial Transit. They'd went to Greyhound and got several top executives from Greyhound -- I still remember the names of Bill Hatfield, Al Gossett, and Roger Swope, that were all top officials that had come from Greyhound. They also had people that came from the New York Bus Authority to set up the inner city buses that run in the city of Oak Ridge. The government, with the three buses we had, immediately they started leasing buses to us to haul the workers in because we didn't have enough buses and it was a cheap lease plan it sounded. Three cents a mile, the best I remember, is what we paid the government for a new bus. My brother that started the bus line, R.C. Fox, that was a builder contractor here in Oak

Ridge, he got his draft notice to go into the Army. He took me and my older brother, we knew every bus route, where it went. We went to the bank and got put on the checking account to handle the money. Me and my brother that was three years older than me, was going to take over and run the bus line because he had to leave to go to the Army and that was on a Friday.  Well ...

MR. MCDANIEL: So, you were ... So, you were 13 and your brother was 16?

MR. FOX: And brother was 16.

MR. MCDANIEL: And you all were running the bus line?
MR. FOX: And we were going to run the bus line but on Sunday, I had another brother that was in the Army in California. Of course, we had no telephone and not much communications and it'd take a letter ten days to two weeks get here... And he'd been writing us. He'd been in a tank accident in California and broke his back and had been in the hospital for about six months out there. And on a Sunday, after my brother had left, we get a telegram that a taxi driver brought to our house that he had sent us and it said, 'Pick me up on Sunday night at the Peggy Ann Truck Stop and Bus Station in Rockwood. I'm on my way home.' So, we went to Rockwood and met the bus there at about 6:30 in the evening and picked him up. So he wanted to know what everybody was doing and I told him that we were going to start the bus line to run it. So he went with me on Monday morning. But he changed my mind right quick, that I was going back to school and he would take over and run the bus line, which he did. My other brother went in the Air Force and became a pilot. Eugene, my brother, that his children run the Fox Toyota and Fox Chevrolet in Clinton now, he bought R.C. out of the bus line. The bus line kept growing as more lines was added. We run out of Scott County, we were started running out of Jellico and Lafollette. They had a couple of operators that defaulted that had the buses leased and they come and asked us to take them over. So everything north of here, about it, we hauled in and at the end of the war, we were running 104 buses. And I worked a-changing tires on one hot summer day, they had synthetic tires on the buses. Me and another lad of 14 or 15, we changed 33 flat tires that day. Of course, now, we got some help from the construction workers that would bail off of that bus and help us get the lug bolts all off. We carried a truck load of spare tires to put on them and to keep the buses on the road. And they came out with a new regulation that all bus drivers had to have a railroad and public utility commission examination before they could drive a bus. There was only one doctor in the area that was qualified to give those exams and certify them and that was Dr. Stone down at Oliver springs. Well, Dr. Stone also run a birthing center there. He delivered a lot of the babies in this vicinity around Oliver Springs. So, the drivers go down to get their exams. The doctor didn't get them all done. He got busy a-delivering babies and they didn't get back in time to make the runs. So, my brother was getting all the mechanics and people that worked at the shop to go pick the driver, to go pick up the passengers that was coming to Oak Ridge. Well, there was one gentleman that drove a bus and I still remember the name the number of it, 328, he was very small size and he'd altered the seat. I said, "I'll take 328 because that seat sets up so close." Well, I drove to the company store in Laurel Grove and there was a full bus load of people there. It was kind of a coal mining community. And two great big burly guys standing there and I opened the door and they said, "Where's the regular driver at?" I said, "He had to go get an examination. I hope he'll meet us in Lake City."  One man said to the other one, said, "Are you going to ride with him?"  And he had a curse word and said, "Yes," and those two got on, everybody followed them and I had a standing load. They were standing in the aisle. I drove very careful and when I got to Lake City, the regular driver met me there and he brought them on into work. Which I's very thankful for that day but had he not been there, I would of brought them on in. But my brother would trust me to -- and me 13 -- to bring the wrecker we had when a bus was broke down here in Oak Ridge, pick that bus up and pull it back to Lake City. And I look at my grandsons today that are 15 and whatnot and wonder, would I trust them to go out even with a car much less a wrecker pulling a bus. (laughter) And one day while I's pulling the buses in, a second bus was broke down just out of Clinton. So, I had the drivers take a red flag, go up and let me get around on the other side and I had the wrecker and the bus and 30 foot of chain and another bus. I hooked him on. Well, I went into Clinton -- the streets was all changed, then you went on Hillcrest and made a left turn to go to Lake City on 25W. That was before the new bridge was built in Clinton and 25W came to the courthouse and made a left turn to go to Knoxville, had the old bridge across from Magnet Mills. Well, when I turned the curve in Clinton, I's up in front of the courthouse and I looked back and seen my buddy turn at the red light. But I also looked over and seen the highway patrolman, which was a good friend of mine, grab his hand and come running across through the grass. I knew he was coming after me. And so, going out of Clinton there was a couple of low underpasses. We went through the right side and he went through the left and he pulled me into the ice plant. The ice plant was a very vital part. They run 24 hours a day a-making ice for all the workers here in Oak Ridge. I mean it was a big operation and trucks coming in and out. He told me, the trooper said, "Don't you know to pull buses in the state of Tennessee that you've got to put them on a truck?" And I said, "Doug, he was broke down there and I just need to take him up here to the top of the hill." He said, "No, if you get to the top of the hill, I know you too well. You're going on to Lake City. You drop this back bus, you take the front one to the top of the hill and drop it off," – there was a wide place where trucks pulled over -- "you’ll come back and get this second bus and if you stop and put that extra one on, I'm going put you under the jail." And which I believed him because I had no driver’s license. Well a little while after, and he was in our place quite often, in where we were run the buses, and he said, "I hear that your birthday is Friday."  I said, "Yep, sure is." He said, "I want to see you down at Clinton to get you some driver's license." I said, "Doug, I'll only be 14." He said, "You look to me like you're 16. You be down there."  Well I was on a wrecker run on Friday coming to Oak Ridge to get a bus and I stopped in at the courthouse where you got your driver’s license, the county court clerk’s office.  They was two troopers from Knoxville there. I walked in and Doug said, "Give this boy a set of driver’s license. You don't need to give him any test. I've done seen him a driving everything," and said, "He turned 16 today." They said, "What's your home address?" I said, "Route One, Lynards," they said, "Two dollars please."  I give them two dollars. They typed me up a set of driver's license. And I really grew up a lot there. The old courthouse had 12 foot doors in it. I felt like I was bumping my head on top of the door, I'd grown up so much as I went out the door of the courthouse with a set of driver’s license on my hip. (laughter) But on another occasion, I would go to Knoxville each day to pick up parts from the Chevrolet place. We had Chevrolet buses, we had Dodge and DeSoto buses. Nobody'd ever heard of a DeSoto. They came out of Canada. But the government had took them and put buses on them at Kerr motor company in Knoxville. And International we had a lot of International buses from International Harvester. I went every morning to Knoxville to pick up the parts to keep those buses a-running. Well Reeder Chevrolet was downtown on State Street at that time and the Greyhound bus station was across the street. It had the main office up on Gay Street, but they have a set of steps went down where the bus is. Well, they had no parking on the street. I would just pull up on the sidewalk and run in and get my parts. So I parked on the sidewalk and run in to get my parts and I come out and a big policeman there had his foot propped up on my bumper a-writing me a ticket. I came out, laid my parts in the truck, he said, "You're illegally parked," said, "Where's your driver’s license?" I said, "I don't have any. I'm working for the war effort," and I would have been real good, but being young and maybe a smart alec and I looked up at this big policeman and I said, "And what are you doing?" Oh, did he ever. I thought, "He's a-going to take me to jail." I finally told him, I said, "Are you going to release me, these parts has got to get on buses to run at 12 o'clock when it goes out on the run. Am I going to have to call the government in Oak Ridge ... to get them to re ... have you release me or are you going to let me go?" He said, "Ok, you can go on."  Well, the next day I go back and park in the same place and I see him up the street. I run in and got my parts and I waved at him.  And, but I had no more trouble with him, but it was quite of experience and I learned a lot in the many days of working and working on the buses and keeping them running and working with people. But of all the years that we run the buses in we was very lucky. We had some accidents, but we never got a person killed. Didn't have a fatality in all the people, that were thousands of people that we hauled to work seven days a week. And the building of Oak Ridge. It was the streets graveled and seeing, from one week to the next I that I might not be at the plants to take a bus or to pick one up, to see what all construction that went on it was just unbelievable, of the building of K-25 and Y-12 and X-10. I just don't believe today with the environmentalists and all that they could ever come in and build that big of an operation in the short time that they built those plants during the war.

MR. MCDANIEL: What, now the ... So, the busing system I understand was like, it was like one of the largest in the country here in Oak Ridge.
MR. FOX: The bus system and of course it was the Secret City. They didn't give a lot out. I've heard two different stories. I've heard it was the fifth largest in the county, I've heard it was the eighth largest in the county. But they was approximately 840 or 850 buses that they were running, had a big bus terminal, a big bus garage right in the center of Oak Ridge here. My brother, at the end of the war, was running 104 buses out of the 840 or 850. A lot of the buses they had tractor and trailer buses that they'd bring from the terminal at K-25 in the plants where people would come in and transfer off of a bus to go on down. They had a little coal fired stove in them to heat them up back in the trailer. Of course, they were all painted GI color. One day, they turned the stove over in one and it caught the trailer on fire and it was a wooden body on the trailer. When it burn it out, I discovered -- I happened to be looking at it -- that it was a car hauler that they'd took. They had no cars to haul. They was none being produced during the war, and they took all the car haulers put a wooden plywood body and benches in them and used, made buses out of them. They were tractor and trailer buses that they ran.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. FOX: Right.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, my goodness. Well what was it like ... What was it like, obviously you were very busy, but what was it like during the Manhat -- the war years, you know, in Oak Ridge, I mean, as a young man?

MR. FOX: As a young man of course, I would come to Oak Ridge, I'd work from five o'clock of the morning till 10 o'clock at night, a-gassing the buses. The first one had to be gassed at 5 in the morning, the last one a coming thru at 10 'clock at night. And me and my buddy would usually rush on to Oak Ridge -- couple pretty girls that worked in one of the cafeterias -- and we wouldn't get here in time to catch the bus. They [the girls] picked them up down at Jefferson Cafeteria, so we'd run into the bus terminal -- because all the buses went through the terminal -- and motion for them [the girls] to get off the bus and they'd ride back to Lake City with us in the pick-up truck that I had for a service truck. And then, for entertainment, Oak Ridge, right here in the center, right up from the Civic Center, which had a lot of hutments and expandable trailers, had Midtown rec hall and they, a lot of the workers performed in the band. They would have a big square dance there ever' Wednesday night and every Saturday night. Well, me and my buddies, we kind of made it a point to visit that place for a little bit of recreation but it was something great to see it all built here and to see what the technology it's came out of Oak Ridge today.

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, so, so your ... so your whole family was involved. What did your mom and dad ...?

MR. FOX: My mother and dad kept 18 boarders in our farmhouse back home. And they first come along, people would come knocking on your door, "Have you got a room that we could sleep in?" So, Mother had a couple of extra big rooms in the farmhouse with, and took in six people. Well, we had a three car garage there at home. They looked out and seen that we had a pile of lumber that my dad had sawed up and had never used. They said, "If you'll let us of the night, we'll put a floor in that garage," and they nailed up the garage doors and put a walk through door, didn't put any glass windows, you just put a window that raised up on hinges to prop up in the summer time. Mother put six beds in there and took in 12 more, so she kept 18 boarders all during the war. Never had but one [helper]. She'd had a lady that helped her -- and she would get up at 3:30 in the morning, fix all their breakfast for 18 of them and get them off, fix their lunch and then have dinner ready when they came in from work of the afternoon. These people, some of them, they're still friends today that, the most of the people that stayed with us lived in Crossville area and we became close friends made many visits to their home after the war on Sunday to have Sunday dinner with them, that had stayed with us all during the war and made lifelong friends out of them.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? (noises off camera) I'll get it. People can't read or don't care. I got a sign down there says, "Please be quiet." Well, that's awfully interesting, I tell you that much. Let me check something here. Yeah, so ... so tell me about your life after ... after the war years.

MR. FOX: Well, during the war years I bought my first car while I was down in Oliver 

Springs when I was 13 and I was carrying a paper route and this family had a '33 Chevrolet sitting in their yard. I asked them what they had for sale on it, what they wanted for it. They wanted $15 ...

MR. MCDANIEL: Hold on, excuse me, just a minute ... So, anyway so when you were 13 you bought your first car.
MR. FOX: First car. I was running a paper route I told the people I can't buy it this week but I'll have enough next week, when I collected off my route the next week, and I bought it for $15. Transmission was bad. Took the car home on the farm, worked on it for a month or two and fixed it up. And my mother let me ride it to Oliver Springs. They'd put in a theater in one of the old repair shops there and I rode down to the theater. A buddy of mine walked out and said, "I didn't know that you had a car," and I said, "Yes, sir." He said, "Well, I got me a job over at The Project," -- everybody referred to the government works as being The Project here in Oak Ridge -- "and wondered what I'd take for my car." I priced it to him for $75. He said, "I've not got but $60," I said, "Give me your sixty." During the years that I worked in Lake City, I had a car all the time, because I'd buy them and resell the car. My senior year in high school, several boys came back to Oliver Springs School that had went into service and didn't finish school and they were getting their last year to get their diploma. They were selling the Army Surplus and GI, all the government vehicles here in Oak Ridge, but you had to be a veteran to buy them. And those boys was going to school on the GI Bill getting about $50 a month and I said, "Hey, if you all will buy me a vehicle over there I'll give you $50. That's as much as you were getting from the ... So, I take them all to Knoxville and get them a permit, which you had to go to the Veterans Administration to get a permit to buy one of the government surplus cars. We'd attend the sales and they would usually get me a car every sale because I had about six of them and, of course, I had good transportation. In '46, the war was over, the American Legion was selling tickets on a brand new Jeep and I bought a ticket for one dollar. On the 4th of July in 1946 in the fair ground in Clinton they drew my number out and I won that new Jeep out of about 5,000 tickets that they had sold and won the new Jeep. Of course the value of a new Jeep at that day was $1,300 and I kept it until Christmas, seen an ad in the paper of a gentleman wanting to swap a '41 Chevrolet for a Jeep. He'd got laid off here in Oak Ridge and he had a small trailer he was living in. He needed a Jeep to pull it back home in Middle Tennessee. So I traded for his Chevrolet. And I traded cars all the time I was in high school and have been trading them ever since. (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL: Well, so, so how many people let's go back to the hauling ... the buses. How many people a day did you and your brother, you know, he's running 104 buses.
MR. FOX: Well 104 buses, most of them ran -- they was a few of them that only run on the day shift but I would say that at least 90 of them run three trips a day and they were about 38 to 39 passenger bus, 40 passenger buses. And, so, you can figure out. I don't know but I would say all the workers and all they was somewhere between 175,000 and 200- or 225,000 people. You never seen so many people -- or I never had -- in all my life and at shift changes. Around Oak Ridge, it was just phenomenal of the number of people that was working and how quick they could get something built.

MR. MCDANIEL: Now, how did you all get paid? Did you all charge to ride bus or did the government pay you?
MR. FOX: The government paid us to run the buses and the government sold tickets. You could ride seven days, no matter how far away from Oak Ridge you lived, you could ride seven days for a dollar and a half. And you got a ticket and the driver punched the tickets out and you could ride for the dollar and a half. The government paid us so much a mile for running the buses. They charged three cents a mile and they paid, like, 10 cents a mile, but they come and audited your books. They didn't let you make too much profit and you didn't, in your expense -- this is what got some of the operators in trouble, in fact, some of them, I think, got indicted and got federal time for not keeping a straight set of books -- they had a set of auditors that came and audited everybody's books to see that they didn't pad the expense on the buses.

MR. MCDANIEL: Ok well, Ray, anything else you can remember? Any stories that that Mr. Fox should talk about that you know of? (There's something that I remember him talking about...) Let's talk about after the war and after you started building businesses here in Oak Ridge and built a business. What was that like? What was ... ? Let's move after the war into Oak Ridge in, you know, in the last 40 years or so.

MR. FOX: After the war and the bus business had went out and I got through high school, I kept a few cars to trade and I also the coal business was really booming in Oliver Springs. I took a Greyhound bus that we bought from Greyhound, took the body off of it, went and bought a cab and put on it, completely rebuilt it from the ground up painted it all painted the frame, painted the cab, we got a new grill and new fenders and I rolled into town -- and I put six new tires on it -- and everybody thought I had a brand new truck but it was actually made out of a Greyhound bus. And I used it to haul coal down in Oliver Springs. It wouldn't pull in the strip pits a-getting out but when it hit the blacktop road, I, by far, had the fastest truck on the haul down there.  Of course me being young and with a lot of nerve, and we raced all day long, hauling coal to K-25 plant. And another project we got into, the miners was on strike at one time and they were building houses here in Oak Ridge, the Garden Apartments and the Woodland. The construction company came to Oliver Springs and said, "We'll need to hire a bunch of trucks to haul top soil." Up on River Road, where the Marina is now. That was not yet made for a Marina, that was before Melton Hill Dam was built and we hauled all that top soil, me and my buddies that hauled coal, and hauled it into Woodland and the Garden Apartments and made that big huge sinkhole that then, after the lake was built up, they cut through for it to go over and that's where all the boats and all and that was very thick top soil is what made where the marina is today.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?  
MR. FOX: And I didn't come to Oak Ridge in business. We were in Clinton from the early '50's we, in 1950, I believe it was, we bought a car lot in Clinton. I worked at K-25 at the plant from '51 'til February of '54 and they were having layoffs. I took another boy’s layoff slip and went 100% in the car business and I've been there ever since. A little over 50 years solid.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right?
MR. FOX: And in '76 I got an opportunity to buy the Oldsmobile store in Oak Ridge and came and bought it out. Operated it on in '78, I took on the Chrysler dealership and opened up the Chrysler dealership. Then in '85, I bought Subaru and GMC truck. In '91 I had an opportunity to buy the Pontiac-Buick dealership and in '97 I bought the Chevrolet dealership. I never dreamed, when I come to Oak Ridge, that one day I would have all of the GM franchises in town, which I've got them all at my location now. But, good Lord's been good to me and just been lucky and at the right place at the right time.

MR. MCDANIEL: Lester, talk about your time at K-25 and go a little bit more in detail in what happened at that layoff time.
MR. FOX: I was working at K-25. I had come home from the Army and applied for a job at K-25 and they said, "Well, it'll be sometime before we call you to work because we have to get you a Q clearance." Well, I had a badge all during the war. I didn't know that they'd get me Q clearance. I didn't even know what a Q clearance was. And in three days, they called me up and said, "Why didn't you tell us you had a Q clearance?" Said, "We've done got you cleared." Said, "All we had to check was the week that you'd been home from the Army." And so, they called me into work, but they didn't have the training program set up. So, I worked with the welding shop that trained and they also was in such great need of maintenance mechanics and welders that they would hire them that didn't have a Q clearance and put them on the payroll and let them stay at this welding shop which was an old fire hall. So they sent me to help a fellow name of Charlie Johnson and I was just kind of his runner and taking people to the dispensary and to personnel, until they got set up with the mechanical force. But I worked out and went to school a half a day, three days a week. Worked the rest of the time with, at each six weeks I changed to another group to work with. Six weeks is as long as you stayed with one crew and I learned a lot, made a lot of friends.  And I was selling cars at the same time. And I'd even sold a car to one of the top guys in maintenance. And so, a layoff came and I was wanting to go into the car business and but I was number two in seniority of the three to four hundred trainees that they had hired. One the boys that's right down on the bottom – they were laying off like 30 at that time -- and he was the last one a-getting laid off, I went to management and I said, "Hey, can I take his layoff slip and you let him stay on?" Both of our wives were expecting children -- which my son is 50-years-old now, that my wife was expecting, was born in April in after I left in ... They came back the next day and said, "Yeah, we'll let you take his layoff slip but we can't pay you no interest on your savings account." Well, I figured it up. I believe it was $3.80, it may have been $4, that I lost. I said I'll go ahead and quit anyhow. So, I let him stay on he came and thanked me many times and he got to work about six months longer before they had another layoff and that's when I quit to go into the car business.

MR. MCDANIEL: Is that right? My goodness.

[End of Interview]
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