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MR. MCDANIEL:  What I'd like for you to do is start out with, "My name is ..." say your name, however old you are and, "I came to Oak Ridge in ..." whenever you came to Oak Ridge.

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  My name is Ruth Morton Journey Cunningham. I came to Oak Ridge in 1945, and have lived in the same house ever since. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  Tell me about how you came to Oak Ridge.
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  We had been Middle Tennesseans as young people. We met in Nashville, married, but moved to North Carolina. We first lived in Pinehurst, were we both taught. Then we worked in Corinth Holders School for eight years near Raleigh, North Carolina, a consolidated country school at a time when consolidated schools were all the style. And then we were just wanting to come back to Tennessee. My husband's parents were getting old and he wanted to be back in Tennessee. We had been at Peabody College in Nashville, and a Professor there recommended my husband to Dr. Blankenship here. So, not knowing a thing in this world about what Oak Ridge was, we drove in to have an interview. We even had an interview with Dr. Blankenship. We always remembered, when we sat at that gate where we couldn't go in anymore, and a man came out and asked, “Do you have any guns?” And I said, “No sir.” My boy, Bert, said, “Mom, we have the fly spray gun.” So that was our first memory of Oak Ridge. We had no idea what it was like, but we were given rooms in the Alexander, and invited to the Blankenship home for our interview. It all turned out. We have been here ever since.

MR. MCDANIEL:  What did you and your husband do?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Well, we were both teachers, but he had become a principal, he was the school principal. Dr. Blankenship had given him the position here as the High School Principal. He kept that two years. The High School, which was right over the hill on the other side, Blankenship field, it was in a way a killing job, because it was the only meeting place, except churches, big enough for any kind of meeting places. At the same night there would be ball games, and boy scouts, and play practice and different groups meeting there for different business. So my husband had to stay with it until things closed up at midnight sometimes. Always games at the gym that had to be supervised. Two years later he was offered work at the plant in the orientation department, and he took it. And when he died suddenly, he was over on the hill here... Can't say it right now. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  That's ok. That's all right. So what were your, what was it like living in Oak Ridge in those early days?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Well, it was for us great. We had been living in a teachers dormitory the full eight years that we taught at Corinth Holder, and this was the first house we had to ourselves. Although it was plain as it could be, it was a lovely home, and so we never have moved. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  So this was the house ...
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Been in the house, the same house since '45. We thought that because of the hillside we were on, such a rough place for a home to fall in. All the space that way on each since we thought we would maybe move, but my husband died suddenly when he was only 51, and this was a lot for me, and has been home ever since.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Now you had two, two children, is that correct?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Two sons. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  What do your sons do now?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Bert is a retired doctor. He was a doctor in Kingston in his last years, and then he had a stroke and he has retired. He's mostly a grandpa now, eight grandchildren and he's a wonderful grandfather and wonderful to me. And Joel is President and Vice Chancellor of the University of the South at Sewanee, Tennessee, and it was his wife who put up all of these pictures, she's just a lover of pictures. She was here last night.

MR. MCDANIEL:  What ... ? How did your boys like growing up in Oak Ridge? What was it like for them?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  I don't quite understand what you ...?

MR. MCDANIEL:  What did they like growing up in Oak Ridge? Were there lots of activities for young people?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Oh, yes, very much. They love Oak Ridge, and it was a good place for growing up, very good. Bert was in sixth grade, and Joel was born here, the first year that we lived here. Joel was nine years younger. Bert first went to Cedar Hill School, and then junior high school and high school, he just became a part of everything here, active, active in a Sunday school class...

MR. MCDANIEL:  Now, do you think that, of course, both of you were educators, so, what was your, what was your feeling and what has been your feeling about the Oak Ridge school system?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  I was just so glad. They were just such good schools. Then you see, I became a teacher in the Oak Ridge Schools, at first in Pine Valley. Mrs. Elder was the Principal. She was a great believer in what she called progressive education, which mostly meant, let the children do as they please. In other words, the first year I was back into teaching, I followed a teacher. I taught fifth grade and followed a fourth grade teacher, who had lived up to that completely. For a while, I remember, there was never one minute when all of those children where quiet, they were just doing their own thing. If they decided to paint a picture or have a little fight or whatever, that was progressive education. For a while I did not know what to do. My good teacher friend, Mrs. Pru Brewer, got me through those first weeks. Finally one day, I just called the group together and we had a meeting and talked about, what did we want to learn, what did we want to do and could we do it with all of this. Some of the girls, fifth grade girls helped me by saying, “No, we can't learn when someone always pulling our books away from us, and teasing us, or pulling jokes on us, but we'd rather learn. We want to learn,” and with the girls working with me, we changed that room. It became a place where they could learn. One mother who was trying to help me, and was told that they never were all still at once, you know, came back one day and said, “Well what has happened? They are all still at once.” So, somebody said about me, who'd had me as a teacher, well I guess it was [inaudible], he said, “Well, she's dynamite.” I didn't think I was dynamite. But ...

MR. MCDANIEL:  Well... That's a great, that's a great story. So, you know, what year did you move here?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  '45.

MR. MCDANIEL:  '45. What month, do you remember?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Well we came through in June, and had the interview. I still remember that interview. Dr. Blankenship and Mrs. Blankenship invited us, well I guess, my husband went to interview at the office, but they invited us to visit in their home in the afternoon and the evening. Now, Dr. Blankenship was a wonderful personality. He was a man that was as laid back, just could sit back with his children crawling over his chair and be at ease and listen to whatever we would talk about. It was a time when there was just no sugar, sugar rationing was at its very worst. Mrs. Blankenship wanted to be the hostess and she served some sort of drink with some substitute for sugar that was awful. I did not drink mine, but my brave husband, knowing that he was applying for a job, drank every bit of it. I still remember Mrs. Blankenship said to him, “Well, I believe you're a hero.” She said, “I didn't think anybody could drink all of that.” So ... (laughter)

MR. MCDANIEL:  That's a good story. Now, Mr. Blankenship, he was head of the school system, wasn't he? 

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  He was the Superintendent of schools, he's the one who started the schools and built up the, and he was a just a remarkable man.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Now, did you and your husband, were you all involved in any or were your children involved in any of the other cultural things like, you know, the ... because they had everything in Oak Ridge, I guess, the, you know, they had the Playhouse  and the symphony and chorus and, you know, all that. Did you all attend any of that or ... ?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Well, my husband worked in the Playhouse, he was a good actor, and he, just as long as he had time, he was in a play. I remember he played in the play "The Man Who Came to Dinner", but anytime he was just too busy. But you see, my youngest boy, my little boy was born my first year here. I was to stay at home, I guess I've always been to a certain extent more like that what was about. As much as I did in the early days was to teach a Sunday School class, or maybe be room mother, or take cookies to school, that kind of thing.

MR. MCDANIEL:  So ... there was a lot of, do you remember ... How old were you and your husband when you moved here? Do you remember?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Yes. We were I believe 37, because our Joel was born when I was 37.

MR. MCDANIEL:  So, do you remember, there was still, like you said, there was still rationing and you probably had to stand in line at the grocery store and at restaurants and things, didn't you?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Yes we'd had much experience with that in North Carolina. We didn't have to stand in line here as much. I guess Oak Ridge just managed things well. But we had do to the rationing in North Carolina, to keep the records, the teachers did. I remember all of those tenant farmers would ask, “Do you have any sugar? Just a little bit in the bottom of the cup,” and that was their answer over and over. They were hoping to get sugar you know. So it was funny because everybody would say the same thing, “How much sugar do you have now, just a little in the bottom of the cup.” But we didn't have to. We didn't, at least I didn't do any rationing here. See, my little boy was born after we came here, my Joel.

MR. MCDANIEL:  What ... ? Did you have any, when you moved to Oak Ridge, did you have any idea what was going on here?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Now I told a story right there. My little boy was born just before we came.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Oh, ok. That's ok. That's all right. So, did you have any idea what was going on in Oak Ridge when you moved here?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  No, not at first, we didn't even know there was an Oak Ridge until we got here. We were just recommended at Peabody when Dr. Blankenship was trying to build up the schools and start the schools. Peabody College in Nashville is a well-known Tennessee source for teachers and they recommended my husband.
MR. MCDANIEL:  How did you feel when you found out what was being done in Oak Ridge?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  We found out some before we really got here, because my husband worked some that summer. I mean he was put on the job at once, and we had to get the school building ready for school. We stayed on the farm in Middle Tennessee, and it was while we were still on the farm that they announced that we had released the bomb. So that is when we knew. 
MR. MCDANIEL:  So you knew ...
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  I remember Bert standing in the road, shouting to everybody that went by, that there was an atomic bomb. And that's just when we first, had just first heard of it. But that was just before, you see, my husband went to work in June, we stayed on his father's farm till school started, and we had to, and Bert had to start school.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Right, right, right. Well, all right, let's see, anything else?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Bert took an active part to many things, my husband was very active in the Playhouse. We were all active in church, the first Church of Christ but we changed to Christian Church. My husband always taught the adult, the older people's classes, and I usually taught little people. I got to be known as a good storyteller, that was my. There are pictures here of me telling stories. Well it was one of my gifts at school, the children were good, did their work well, everything stayed quiet and good. I know this [inaudible] said that he soon found out that my class room was a place set up for learning, but if the children were good learners, good and quiet, and if I had enough time, I could tell a story at the end of the day, tell it or read it. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  Well, that's good. That's real good.
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Certain books, some of the children still remember. Johnny Tremain, have you ever heard of that book? It is one I read to the children when we'd had a good day.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Oh, my. So ... after your husband ... your husband passed away suddenly, right?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Yes.

MR. MCDANIEL:  He died suddenly and you were ...?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  He was just 51. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  And your boys were probably, you had one in the 20s and one was a teenager, didn't you?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Well, Joel was close to fifteen, and Bert was in medical school or had just graduated and was ready to get to an internship when his dad died. 

MR. MCDANIEL:  Well, you know, I mean, you know, you've lived a long time, you've, you know, you've lived through, you know, you lived a full life before you ever moved to Oak Ridge. I mean, you lived a, you know, you're probably one of the, you all are probably, even though you weren't old, you're probably one of the older couples in Oak Ridge.

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Yeah.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Older couples...I mean, when you first moved here. So, what was that like? Did you have a lot of young people kind of ask you for advice or look up to you?

MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  I don't remember. I was just a very quiet, stay-at-home while I had that new baby. Well, we had, it wasn't long 'til our boys were having people come in. I wrote a little article about my younger son's playmate the Weinberg boy. That was in the Oak Ridger recently, the Weinberg boy died. He was one year older than my Joel, and it was heartbreaking for him to die, but you see they had been playmates right here when we first lived here. It wasn't long before Joel ... And Bert and pretty soon there were girls up and down the street, in those days, and the girls were dropping in or phoning Bert. It was an interesting life. It was a good life. If I could go back, you know what I would do more? I wouldn't be quite so serious trying to do everything exactly right, and would have more fun with my family. I believe it is so important to have fun.

MR. MCDANIEL:  So that's good advice for you to give somebody that's young, starting out, isn't it?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  But this daughter in-law gives it.

MR. MCDANIEL:  Well good. Ok. Well, I think that's about all we need. I'm going to turn this light off, ok?
MRS. CUNNINGHAM:  Ok.
[End of Interview]
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