CD1 Track 3  (w/ 4 inaudibles)
This is oral history interview for the Jack Case center and we’re talking to Bill Wilcox.

Okay Bill, let’s begin by just telling me how you came to be here in Oak Ridge.

Well I graduated from Washington Lee College in 1943, Washington Lee University 1943 in May and got a job with the Manhattan Project up in Detroit at an American Chemical Society meeting.

I’d had a degree in college in chemistry and the head of the department sent me to the ACS meeting and said you guys go and just register and then you’ll have interviews with people.

I knew that I wanted something to do with some vital war work and so I put that on my resume at the top of the sheet.

Of course it was in the middle of World War II, this was May of 1943 and many of our classmates had gone into the service and we all wanted to do something to help win the war.

I ended up with 18 different interviews at the ACS meeting.

I was amazed.

I had never been, I didn’t have a great deal of self confidence at the time and I just thought, my gracious sakes!

The first interview I had was with a very impressive older looking gentleman from Heinz Company in Pittsburgh and it turns out he wanted me to do vitamin C, ascorbic acid analyses of tomatoes in the tomato soup and juice production lines.

I said, that sounds like that will be interesting work, but I really want something to do with the war.

But when I look back on it after the war and found out what the Manhattan Project was like, I could identify 12 of the 18 interviews that would have gotten me somewhere into the war because of Kelex.

I had a Kelex interview and an interview with Ames Iowa who was doing the uranium processing and so on and so on.

But the one that interested me most was the Eastman Kodak interview and there again it was kind of, I said will this be vital war work, and they said yes indeed.

Son, I’ve looked at your resume and I think that we might be very interested in you.

We’re hiring a number of technical people.

And I said I liked Eastman Kodak’s reputation, what kind of work will it be?

He said it would be war work.

I said, no, I said, I’m a chemist, what kind of chemistry will it involve?

Well I can’t tell you it’s secret.

I said, well will it be in Rochester, NY.

No, no, it won’t be.

Well where in the country will it be?

Well I can’t tell you it’s secret.

And on and on, this interview went on for ten minutes and all he would tell me is nothing, how long will it last and will I have a job after the war and son on.

So I didn’t really see anything to object to and so I told him yes, I’d really welcome an offer.

I was hired and got a telegram to come to Rochester, NY on May the 26th and that was my official hire date, May the 26th.

He told us when we got there, the gentleman that interviewed me and my lab partner, Paul Blakely, also from Washington Lee, very formidable gentleman, three piece suit, black vest, tie, balding, Doctor J.G. McNally who ended up as the number two man at Y12.

He was Doctor Conklin’s operations manager, he was the technical brains behind the chemistry and the business here at Y12 which was a huge part.

But Doctor McNally introduced us to the project and welcomed us to Eastman Kodak and he said, “Gentlemen, as chemists you need to know that you’ll be working on uranium, but that is the last time you will hear that word or use that word until the war is over.”

Paul and I were both sitting there sort of holding our knuckles down.

He said you will be calling it tuballoy and all of the compounds of uranium that you work with, you will call by it’s proper name, combining name with tuballoy, like tubineal oxide, tubineal chloride, tubineal tetrachloride and so on and so on.

Said if you use that name, in writing or in talking during the war you will be subject to immediate discharge and possible persecution, and so on and so on.

That was our introduction.

Well we did not know of course that Oak Ridge at that time, May of ’43 was still being cleared of farms and roads were being built and fences and they were hard at work starting to build the town.

But up there in Rochester we worked in Kodak Park laboratories, there were about 50 of us that had come from colleges all over the country.

Chemical engineers and chemists, physicists, they were looking for the people that would end up being the front line supervisors and their staffs, Eastman Kodak’s research people ended up as our bosses here at Y12.

We refer to it, all that summer as we worked in locked laboratories on uranium processing methods.

We worked with each other in small groups and we learned the meaning of the words need to know and Jack Borcey and Roger Gibbs and I knew what we had to do in our laboratory but down the hall where Paul Blakely worked and worked on analytical methods, we didn’t talk, even outside, we were told that we were not to be curious about what others were doing and they wouldn’t talk.

So that was the start to our introduction to security.

We had a fascinating time that summer, of course we were all out of college and we were all getting paychecks for the first time.

(inaudible)

Color chrome film in the first floor, it was still in the research area, it wasn’t in the production.

But that’s where your film went when you sent it up there to get developed.

They had summer interns all summer, the girls, colleges all around there had jobs for the summer and it was a very pleasant place to work and we didn’t have a bit of trouble with getting dates.

Oh, it was nice.

Are we ready?

We want to pick up, when he gets it rolling I’ll cue you to start back.

We need to stop and change film, we’ve got about two minutes left and stop again and put more film in.

They were real dames.

They were wonderful college girls, just ladies all of them.

I fell in love more times that summer than I ever had before in my life.

Gal named Sally wore gray flannel shorts and knee socks and saddle shoes.

She was just a doll.

She’s going to Wellesley, real lady and I ended up going to dinner at their house many times.

Father and mother were lovely people, he was a fly fisherman and he insisted on taking me out in the yard, beautiful yard and show me how he could cast.

He would put a bucket down in the other end of the yard and cast and drop his fly right in the bucket.

He was showing his skill, well he taught me a little bit about it.

I loved it.

Rochester’s no place to be right now, they’ve got a lot of snow up there.

No, but it was beautiful in the summer.

Lilacs.

We all lived in the YMCA downtown, what a place.

That was good training for Oak Ridge because when I got down here my dorm room was just – I wrote my mother the first day I was here and told her how beautiful the furniture was, it was all brand new oak.

Had Venetian blinds and so on.

Compared to the YMCA up there in downtown Rochester, the furniture was old an black, you know 30 years old, cigarette burns all over the place.

Oak Ridge looked like heaven.

Played softball every noon.

Eat real fast and go out and play softball.

They had a field right in back of the research park, they had leagues.

How long were you up there?
Till October.

May, I got there May 26th, June, July, August, September, October, five months.

Is that the Avon lapel pin I see?

We’re going to shoot that.

We’ll take a close up.

(inaudible)

Excuse me.

Hold it.

Let’s back up just a bit and get that conversation about the need to know and in the Rochester labs.

The work that we were doing that summer in the labs on tuballoy of course to us the uranium chemistry was all brand new and yet it became very apparent to us very quickly that there was a complete absence of information in the recorded literature about uranium.

We asked for a textbook.

There aren’t any.

Do we have any consultants in uranium chemistry?

No, there aren’t any.

We’re developing our own uranium chemistry, we had one book that was a paperbound book on the rare elements and they were all in there and uranium was just one of them that was mentioned.

Three or four pages of uranium chemistry but that’s what we were doing that summer was developing an understanding of uranium, how you detect it in solutions or how you purify it in particularly and it became very apparent that we were interested in an extremely valuable material.

So it wasn’t before the end of the summer that we had pretty much understood that we were working on with uranium isotopes and with precious uranium 235 and sepculated that it was for purposes of some kind of military weapon but we didn’t know any details and we weren’t furnished with any information about that.

We knew we were not going to stay there.

We knew we were going to some other place and all through the summer we referred to it as dog patch form the Lil Abner cartoon.

We just assumed it was going to be back in the sticks somewhere because we didn’t ask questions of our bosses.

You know is it going to be on the west coast?

Don’t think so.

Will it be on the east coast?

Don’t think so.

But we had no idea where it was going to be and it was just fortuitous that we started picking that name and referring to it as dog patch, eventually we were going to go there.

And about August or so they started talking about us going next week, or a couple of weeks from now or something like that and that schedule kept getting slipped and slipped and slipped.

We finally all came down here in October, the end of October.

The notice we got I think was less than a week or so and as you could imagine we greeted it with something less than enthusiasm.

A lot of the girls that we’d been dating that summer had already gone back to college so that made it a little easier on us, but we really enjoyed our life up there in Rochester, it’s a nice city, lots of advantages, we lived downtown at the YMCA.

But we came down here.

Most of the guys got railroad tickets for Knoxville, Tennessee and that was our first clue.

Oh, we’re going to Knoxville, Tennessee and we flew to the library to read about Knoxville.

One of the boys up there, I bet you the only one out of 50 was a Rochester native and was the fortunate owner of an automobile and he was going to drive down here.

Earl was his name and I flipped a coin right and I ended up with a seat in his car.

There were five of us and we drove down, took a couple of days.

But I remember that first night in Knoxville, we got to Knoxville, I thought it looked like…it was raining, it was dark, it was dismal, it was chilly.

We ended up in a fleabag hotel back down some narrow back street, I don’t know how we ever got there.

It’s long since been torn down fortunately and then the next day we drove up and came up Old Salway road to the Salway entrance and that was our introduction to Oak Ridge.

It was a shock to get here.

Everything was brand new, everything was wood, everything was bustling, there was construction going on everywhere.

They were putting up this building, that building, and so on.

The roads just had a thin coat of gravel on them, but they were dirt roads and we came in and ended up at the T.E.C. employment building in Oak Ridge which is the Tennel building now, down on the turnpike and they told us to go up the street and get a dormitory room and report to Y12 the next morning.

Well where’s Y12?

Well you go up to the bus station and you get on a bus that says Y12.

Do you understand that?

Yes we understand that.

Okay.

The bus station of course when we got there had these strange code names that made absolutely no sense to us but they were all administration areas, X10, K25, Y12, and it was easy to get around, you just went with the flow.

But the dorm room, we got a dorm room and we were very pleased with our dorm room.

It was, as I said it was just brand new and it had this gorgeous new furniture in it, gorgeous because we’d been living in the downtown YMCA in Rochester and the furniture was 1910 I guess, with cigarette burns everywhere, and you know the beds had sagging mattresses and everything else.

These were brand new, you know nice beautiful, we thought, beautiful bed spreads and so on.

Everything was wooden, door knobs, the lamp stands and everything, the knobs on all the dressers and so on, everything was wood, but it was all clean and nice and we couldn’t complain about the rent, it was $10 a month.

We thought that was reasonable.

But then in a couple of days we found out that we had to get a third person in our double room which was, the room was about this big you know and just room enough for two beds but they came in and took out the one bed and put in a double, a bunk bed and I slept up on top of that for the first few months.

They were jammed for rooms.

Our dormitory number was M3 and I remember Paul and I standing out there on the porch saying, “Do these things mean anything or are they just artificial numbers?”

He said, “Just look across the street there.”

There were four dormitories right across the street and nothing in them but girls and it was W 56, W7.

He says I bet you a dollar that that M stands for men.

My gosh, that’s a great observation, let’s go walk around town and so by the time we ended up in the cafeteria at night we had wondered around the town side and we counted up to 10 women’s dormitories and only five men’s dormitories, we figured that that was a pretty good ratio.

So our first introduction to the town, of course as young single guys, I’m sure it was different from our bosses that came down and lived (inaudible) albums, but for us that was, you know it was very nice.

Y12 when we got here, we got to 9203 Paul and I were both chemists and it was the first chemistry building finished, I say first without claiming too much, 9202 next door was finished just about the same time.

9202 was intended to be the bulk treatment facility is what we called it and it did all the chemistry that was necessary to get the feed material for the alpha kelutrons and 9203 right next door was the chemistry building that was supposed to take the pockets that came out of alpha, the product pockets and wash them, get the uranium out of it and then have other people in that same building, 9203 purify it and get it converted back from some solution that they used to wash it out with, turn it back into uranium tetrachloride as feed for the beta units.

So 9203 was initially planned as the beta chemistry building and 9202 as the alpha chemistry building.

And this Rochester contingent was divided between those two buildings.

9203 in addition to recovering the product from the alpha units, and processing it to uranium tetrachloride was also the home of the analytical chemistry for the whole group under Charlie Thornton and….

Hold it there, we’ve got to change our film.

Let’s get you a good drink of water and we’ll come back to 9203.

You’re doing really good, you’re right on target.

I’ll explain that.

Okay good.

Exactly.

Thank you.

Thank you.

There you go.

Whew!

Fourscore and seven years ago…

Thank you so much, I would like one.

(inaudible) 

I got one thank you.

Let’s go back to…

The front end of the building next to the analytical laboratories was all set apart for the isotopic analysis for Y12.

So, and then there were offices across the front end before you got to the change house.

It’s sort of incredible to us today that anybody thought we could do all the alpha chemistry in 9202 and all the beta chemistry as well as the analytical labs and the isotopic analysis in one little relatively small building.

The explanation for that is that at the time 9202 and 9203 were built, Y12 was thought to involve maybe three alpha buildings and two beta buildings and all through that period, 1943 out at Los Alamos what was going on was that the theoretical physicists were sitting around scratching their heads about just what the critical mass was going to be.

So how much of this 235 did they need?

And every time they did a new set of calculations and thought about new problems, the critical mass would get…

