CD1 Track 2
This is an oral history interview for the grand opening of the Jack Case center.

We’re starting with Miss Alice Piercey.

How are you this morning Alice?

I’m excited and a little nervous.

I understand.

To be in this position, but I consider it a great honor to be able to come here after all these years.

Well what did you think when you drove into the plant this morning after 60 years?

What were your thoughts?

It has changed a lot.

Nothing seemed familiar to me yet, but maybe when I get to the building where I did work I might know.

Tell us a little about the building you worked in and what you remember doing there.

It was a big building and I think from the time I left my dormitory I changed badges three or four times to get to my work station and we had gone to school or training for six to eight weeks to learn to operate this – at the time we could only tell we were control operators, but actually we controlled the high voltage that went into cranking that little box out in the track.

I think it was uranium, I didn’t know what it was at that time.

But we had to take meter readings every hour.

Some meters should read high and some low, I think that was to get the pure uranium or whatever.

We knew that the controls and things to make adjustments to make to have that happen.

How did you get to work each day?

On an old army bus.

Sometimes there was a trailer hitched on behind the things, but at the time I came here there was nothing but mud and rain, really discouraging at first.

After a good time, you know I loved it here.

Now how long were you here in total?
I came in 1944 I think and I was terminated when Tennessee Eastman left, in 1946 I believe.

I believe you told me that you met your husband here.

Tell me about that experience.

I did, he was right out of the navy and I met him I guess at the cafeteria down where we worked and we rode the bus together to work a lot of times.

He worked in the chemical building at Y12.

Tell me about the ride where you fell asleep.

Oh, I shouldn’t have told you that!
[laughter]

That was the ride when the old trailers that was hitched on these things, they’d just swing and sway you know got off from work at 7:00 in the morning.

We’d change shifts every week and I could sleep standing up back then which I did held to the rod at the top of the bus, or the trailer, and my sister pulled my nose and woke me up and found everybody was laughing at me.

So those were times, you’d get so sleepy on the hoot owl shift we called it, it was some experience.

What do you remember about the tennis courts in time?

Well that I do remember, my first date with my husband was a dance on the tennis court and it was so much fun.

I went to the rec hall too, enjoyed going up there, in Jefferson Center I think it was called and anyway, I lived in a dormitory, my sister and I did in Gary Hall.

We would walk down to a little station there to catch a bus to work and right after the bomb was dropped, we started to work that afternoon at 3:00 and everybody scurried around the bus stop, we didn’t know what in the world’s going on and found out the bomb was dropped and it was made in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.

So that was quite a thrill to know we had a part in it, and up until that time we didn’t know what we were doing.

Now you didn’t know that you were making the uranium for the bomb, but you knew you were working for the war effort.

Yes.

What did you think about that?

What did you think about working here at a war plant?

Oh, I was felt like I was privileged to help be a part of it.

I liked that.

What did you think you were doing?

Did you ever speculate about what you might be doing?

Didn’t enter my mind, I think from what I read in that book I was making 75 cents an hour and that was impressive you know.

I do understand.

So I thought that was pretty good money I guess back then.

Were there a lot of people here?

Was it a busy place?

Yes, people from all over United States in fact my good boss that I thought the world of was from Taylor, Texas right out of Austin, a wonderful man.

What was his name?

Herman L. Thompson.

After I moved to Austin to live later on in years, my sister and I tried to look him up and he had just moved from there.

He was a wonderful person.

Did you live in the dorm the whole time you were here?

You got married while you were here right?

Yes we did and we moved into a little trailer after we married.

Where was the trailer, do you recall?

It was in Oak Ridge.

It was in Oak Ridge in a trailer park, that’s about all I remember about it.

Now you said your sister worked here too, I believe she’s in the photograph with you, is that right?

She is, uh huh, she is, she’s passed away now, not many of us left in that picture I bet.

So fortunate to be here.

I’ve only got about three or four that I’ve been able to find and we’re going to interview them too.

Is there anything else that you remember about working here that you’d like to get on the tape while we’re interviewing you?

I don’t know if I can think of anything else that I haven’t already said.

Let me ask you a specific question about the work you did.

There was a red light up at the top?

All over the place.

What happened when those lights came on?

Well we’d have to make adjustments to get it back on the air, we called it and it was controlling high voltage and when that kicked off it meant the voltage was off.

We knew enough, I don’t know if I’m able to say this or not, but in the basement of that building were heaters and out on the track they put a little box in it, they would set the heater so high and when the temperature was right it would burst that little box out on the track and that’s when we got meter readings on our cubicle and we learned to make certain adjustments you know to keep it on the air and keep some meters reading low and some reading high.

And that’s what you were trained to do, is to know which meters to turn when.

Which knobs to turn.

Yeah, it was quite scary after we had, in our training we practiced on a dummy cubicle, but at that time even security was so tight, you could not say you were a cubicle operator, just a control operator.

When I saw that real cubicle with all those lights and I knew I was responsible for keeping that thing on the air it was a little scary.

You told me that you don’t really remember how you come to be here in Oak Ridge, but tell me what you do remember about getting this job.

Anything about coming into the town first?

You know I don’t, I graduated high school in ‘43 and I went to Chattanooga and got a job.

I worked in a candy factory and my sisters worked for American Lava, I believe in Chattanooga, it was a war deal and somehow we wound up in Oak Ridge, I don’t know how.

If somebody came there to, I guess, I don’t remember.

They recruited all over so you may have learned about it and just come here.

Okay.

Very good.

As you think back on the time you were here and what happened during that, just tell me what your feelings are today about your part in working in a World War II plant that helped win that war.

I count it a privilege to have done that and am very proud of the fact that I took a little part in bringing that war to an end.

Too bad the damage the bomb had to do, but I guess it was necessary.

Is there anything else you’d like to include in this interview?

I can’t think of anything except the fact that I’m so happy that I’m able after all these years to come back and bring my lovely daughter and great grand daughter and precious friend with me, so that’s how come I could be here so I’m thankful to them and thankful to you for the part you played, but I did not expect all this, you know that.

Yes ma’am I do, but you’ve been a real good sport, you’ve gone right along with everything we’ve asked you to do and we thank you for that.

Let me make one check and make sure there’s not another question here that I need to ask and I;m not asking.

Everybody okay?

Tell her to talk about the magnetic field and what they called it was the product.

What do you remember about the magnetic field?
Okay, let’s try this again.

What do you remember about the magnetic field in the building?

As I said before, out at this track we called it, they’d place this little box in there and around it was a strong magnetic field.

If you happened to have a bobby pins in your hair, they’d fly out and stand on the side of it.

But there was people out there operating this cubicle.

If I need an adjustment made I should have been able to call out there and they would make it for me.

If no one answered the phone we could go make it for each other.

We learned to do that and so that was the part that I did not have to do that very often, but there was a strong magnetic field where this little box was placed in that track we called it.

How hard it was to get cigarettes, and how they’d stamp on our pay envelope and we’d get two packs.

We would probably never use anything you say about cigarettes.
That’s right.

That’s probably what I’m going to say.

[laughter]

What about the sentimental journey of the music and all that.

Now that was good, yeah.

When you went to work at 11:00 at night, is what I’ll ask you in a minute.

I remember lying there in that dorm and having to get up and go to work and I wanted to go down to the tennis court and dance to the music, sentimental journey….

Still reminds me of that.

Ray we’re ready to roll when you guys are.

All right we’re ready to start again.

Do I need to do any introductory stuff at this point?

No.

Just rolling.

Let’s go back to the magnetic field and talk just a bit out it.

Do you remember that there was a red line around that magnetic field painted on the floor?

I seem to remember there was.

If you got inside that line that’s where the strong magnetic field and if we leaned over close enough to the track, if we had bobby pins our hair they’d just fly out and hang on the side.

You couldn’t get them off then either could you?

I didn’t try.

Didn’t want to touch that stuff.

No, get out of there.

Well let’s talk a little bit about your shift work.

You worked all kinds of rotating shifts.

Tell me about having to get up at 11:00 at night and come to work.

That was no fun, we worked 7:00 to 3:00, 3:00 to 11:00 and then 11:00 to 7:00 and it was during that time when I really enjoyed going to the rec hall, but they played the music so loud and down by the tennis court close to where I lived, I’d lay there having to get up at 11:00 and go to work and the band would be playing sentimental journey made me thing I just don’t like this job if I have to get up that time or not.

But anyway it still brings back a lot of memories.

Have you kept up with what’s going on in Oak Ridge and Y12 since you left?

Have you kept very much up with what’s happening up here?
No, not in Y12.

I still have a niece that’s in that lives in Oak Ridge and I’ve had a sister that lives here, passed away.

You have anyone that worked here in the area, any of your family.

Not in this area.

My husband, later on after we married, several years after we married he came to work here in the chemistry department.

He wore a white uniform and we wore blue where I worked.

So I don’t know anyone that works here now.

Any other questions?

I think that’s pretty well got it.

I do appreciate you taking the time for letting us talk to you.

Did you go back over that question?

We did.

Does she know Jack Case?

No, she will not know Jack Case.

What was that question?

He wanted me to ask you if you knew who Jack Case was.

That’s the person that we’re naming the building after.

Are we still rolling, I have another question.

Pull it back.

I want to ask you about the mural and the picture that’s going to be in the building up there and what you think about that, so.

Are we rolling?

Yeah.

We’re going to place a large picture in the Jack Case building, that’s going to be that picture of the ladies leaving the plant, it’s going to be a large mural.

What do you think about that, having your picture in this building that’s going to be a very complete centerpiece of what we’re doing for the new building.

It’s just unbelievable.

I hope I live to see it finished.

When are you planning, next year?

June of this year and we’ll invite you to come.

I’ll try to make it, I hope so.

I think it’s a wonderful thing.

Would you say that part that you just said without me talking so we can get a clean clear image of you and I’m not interrupting.

Just talk about the building, the grand opening and how much you want to be here for it.

Okay.

I just hope I’ll be able to make it to the grand opening which I think you said June, that’s a wonderful idea and a great honor for my picture to be in there.

Never did I think that I’d ever amount to anything like that.

I’m going to ask you to do it one more time and not to use the word June because we might not have the grand opening in June and I can’t have it pinned down.

Don’t use a month.

But if you can just say that you hope to be here and how pleased you are to be a part of that….

That’s the big building we saw coming in.

Tell me what you think about that mural that’s going to go in that big building.

I just think it’s wonderful and I’m so happy that I can be a part of it.

I’m impressed with the large building I saw coming in, where it’s going to be placed.

I just hope I can be here whenever it happens, I’m going to try.

Excellent, I guarantee you we’ll use that.

That okay?

One more thing for me.

We’re done with questions.

He’s going to shoot some images moving in and out, just images of your face, so just relax, he needs some fade in and fade out kind of stuff.

This is the end of the audio portion, let’s get a little room tone.
Quiet please for a room tone.

Okay.

Can I see the picture where she is?

Yes you can if I can find it.

So you don’t remember that day they took that picture huh?

Gosh no.

Long time ago.

I was probably…

This is here right here, and that’s her sister.

Just want to look at how you’re holding your head in that picture.

Well you don’t look a bit different except you’re in color now.

I was 5 7 back then, now I’m 5 3.

She’s going to be bigger than life pretty soon.

Okay.

What I’d like to do is just have you look right into this lens and smile, okay.

I saw some good smiles.

You know when Larry’s right here we’re going to have you look to your left and then turn to camera and give a big smile and then do a couple of those.

I may have lipstick on my teeth.

It’s okay.

She put more lipstick on you than you’ve ever worn before.

That’s true, that’s right.

All right.

Looking good!

