Jack Case - CD 4 transcript

Ready.

Okay, this is a oral history interview of Ed Bailey for the Jack Case Center videos.

Okay Ed just begin by telling us how you came to Oak Ridge and start with your career and just start going up through what you’ve done since you’ve been here and get to Y-12 pretty quickly.

Okay.

I got sent from the US infantry to Oak Ridge Tennessee and got here on Valentine ’s Day 1945.

I was assigned out at K25 where I worked in the counting laboratory and I was over there for three years and got introduced to statistical quality control over there.

On March 1, 1948 was my first time in Y-12 and they brought me over here to use statistical quality control on uranium accountability.

I was actually in the uranium accounting department under Fred Huffman.

After about three years we were making bomb parts and I was put in charge of the dimensional inspection department at Y-12 and ran that for a number of years and bought a lot of new equipment that was making dimensional measurements, far greater accuracy than had been done.

We bought a lot of big new machines in there and it was pretty clear that Jack Case had the attitude that you had to have all the equipment that you needed and you went out and you bought the best there was.

It seemed he had a philosophy that you could always get the people to run the equipment, but if you didn’t have the equipment you were stuck.

So we brought in a lot of big inspection equipment, sip jig bores and Sheffield made rotary contour gauges and it was a very exciting time.

Jack was a big supporter of going out and getting these big machines because he knew you had to have them.

Some of the other people in the plant got kind of upset at the excess costs, they considered excess costs, but we really felt free to get the job done.

We had some real exotic shapes on some of these bomb parts.

I remember the thorium part that led to getting the big 7A jig bore shipped all the way over here from Switzerland just to do that job.

We used a big jig bore as an inspection machine.

After I guess I must have been in the inspection department, I would say probably six or seven years and I transferred down to the development division and was put in charge of mechanical development and we had a new building built and when I moved into it, it was completely empty and we concentrated on supporting the mechanical operation division.

The things we concentrated on super accuracy, we worked on, well we got the first laser interferometers into the Y-12 plant.

We developed air bearing spindles, we learned from the Dupont people over in Wilmington that they had done some real super precision work using diamond knives, something to get super accurate on making the holes in movie film.

Apparently there’s so many holes in movie film and they’ve got to be spaced just right, well we took some of their technology over here and we had them develop a machine for us that was working in the millionths of an inch.

We gave them several tasks.

One of them was to make a four inch diameter ball, aluminum ball, four inch diameter that was in about five millionths of exactly four inches and they did it.

And then we had them make some hollow hemispheres and there was a guy over there named Tommy Lewis, he never went to college, a wonderful guy.

He knew how to make these air bearings and we hired him to make the first one and then our guys in development decided, well they made one, we’ll make six.

We’ve got to be able to make enough of them to get into production so that all of our Y-12 turning machines could have air bearing spindles.

Beautiful thing about the air bearing was no heat.

It was a shame when you had these super accurate machine tools that you want to make something exactly the right size and the machinist has to pull out a micrometer to do that when the machine is capable of working in millionths of an inch.

And so the conventional bearings, the guy would start machining and the heat from the bearings would move the part while he was trying to machine on it.

With an air bearing that problem went away and we developed automatic tool setting so that man doesn’t have to use the micrometer anymore, the machine itself goes and finds out where it is and where the part is and cuts the part plus or minus to a thousandth of an inch in a free formed shape, just really fantastic thing.

Thousandth of an inch, a sheet of paper is three thousandths of an inch thick.

Our tolerances were a thousand of an inch, imagine that.

I remember working with Jack Case.

We had some good times outside the plant.

We used to go hunting.

One time Jack and my son, Newt Tambe, Jim Patterson went up in Morgan County up there grouse hunting and just had a great time, he loved to hunt.

I was so impressed with Jack when we’d get in trouble.

The plant would be trying to do some real difficult job and getting new machines and trying to make them work and there was always things go wrong, and usually Jack would get a group of us into his office and we’d sit around talking and everybody would be trying to come up with their part of the problem.

I was always representing the inspection department.

And we’d all figure out what we needed to do, and Jack would let us all talk and then when we were just about done, one thing that always struck me, really struck me Jack would always say, “Okay, now what to you need from me?”

And if you didn’t say anything you kind of had the monkey on your back and you went out and made things work.

Do you remember when you first met Jack Case?

Yeah, kind of.

I was coming into the plant through the north portal and Jack was driving in and he gave me a ride and that was really the first time I ever knew him.

I got to know him real well when I got put in charge of inspection.

When I was in the uranium accounting department my main job was determining the accuracy of all the measurements, making our material balances come out as close to zero as we could.

I didn’t have too much to do with him then, it was when I got into the inspection department, I remember the machine shop guys they were always complaining that we inspectors were trying to screw up all they were doing and we had a lot of discussions about what’s the right philosophy for an inspection department.

Naturally all the machine shop guys wanted us to always have the attitude, we’re going to try to accept this if we possibly can, and of course they’d do things to the parts and tap on wholes that weren’t quite right so they wouldn’t take the nogo gauge and stuff like that.

But on the whole, oh, I remember one other thing about Jack.

We would have these meetings every week about the production schedule and of course we had a really tight production schedule and we were so proud of never having missed a production schedule.

But we’d put out these schedules and we’d have our meeting and some guys would always come in saying, well I know those figures aren’t right I was just out there in the shop and I saw those parts and that’s not right and Jack would always take the attitude, look, we’ve got to run this place by these numbers and if those numbers on the sheet aren’t right, you get in there and make them right.

He wouldn’t support the excuses for saying things weren’t right.

We’ve got to break for a tape change.

Good.

Cause I’m having troubles here.

You’re doing fine!

Would you like a drink of water?

Yeah, I would like a little sip of water.

I’ll get it.

It will take them a minute now to get changed.

Now I went to Kokomo from here, and John Murray was the guy that took me up there and while I retired John Murray retired and I remember Jack and his people came up there and stayed at my house I n the afternoon until we went to the big party that night.

Then I came back from Kokomo and went to work at DOE.

It was AEC, I came into AEC as the quality assurance director and I was over there about ten years and then I finally came back to Y-12 for my final three years.

Right.

And Jack was here during your final three years.

Oh yeah.

Jack was here.

Then did you work a little while after he retired?

Yeah.

I was at his retirement party.

And you stayed on with Gordon for a little while.

Well I came back from DOE strictly to get my new high three for my retirement.

And Joe Lagrone understood that and so he let me do that.

Joe Lagrone let me do it.

I can’t think of anything particular.

Well there is one DOE incident involved Jack.

They’re just getting the color lined up there.

The right shade of eye color for you.

I think the fact that….okay.

Okay we’re coming back now, we’ll pick up with the story you were telling there.

Okay.

I went up to Kokomo, Indiana, I was up there almost three years, I was in charge of a chemical laboratory up there and then got in the (inaudible) castings business.

I remember Jack Case came up there and visited at my house, brought several other guys with him, Dixie Walker and Claude Hensley and some other guys.

They were coming up for John Murray’s retirement party and after about three years I came back to Oak Ridge, worked with the atomic energy commission and I was in charge of quality assurance at the atomic energy commission, later became energy research and development administration and then the department of energy.

While I was up there they asked me to come out to Y-12 and do a quality assurance survey and I think the people in Albuquerque particularly were concerned about how we always met production schedules and why was that and they sent me out there and I interviewed a lot of people and wrote a rather detailed report and some of those guys told me things they never should have, but I think it’s because they knew I’d been at Y-12 all those years.

Well it came time to present my report and we were up here in the conference room in the old ad building, in the old vault and we’re sitting around the table, Hershel Hickman was the DOE guy in charge of the Y-12 plant and I asked Hershel, I said is it okay to give them my report.

He said, well it’s your report, go ahead and give it to them.

And Paul Vasrum was sitting there and Jack Case was sitting there and I guess Paul was kind of like Jack’s boss at the time.

Anyway I handed the report to Jack and it was very gratifying to see Jack’s acceptance of my report and once again we were kind of friends and he knew, I guess we’d present things in the most accurate light that we knew how to do it.

Oh there were a lot of fun things.

Would you talk about your relationship with Jack off the job some.

Some of the things you talked about a hunting trip a minute ago, talk about some of the activities that you engaged with him off the job.

Jack loved to shoot shot guns, we’d belonged to the Oak Ridge Sportsman’s Association and every weekend Jack would be out there for shoot and skeet and Ken Bailer, Ken Bailer, my son was about 16 years old and I took him out there one weekend and Ken Bailer showed him how to shoot skeet and went all around the different posts.

Jack was shooting on that very same round that my son was shooting.

He loved to hunt and I enjoyed guns all my life.

I was captain of the Tennessee state rifle team up at the national matches in Camp Perry.

When my son was 16 years old he went along as a junior shooter.

I remember one rainy day I was driving and Jack and Newt Hamby and Jim Patterson, and my son was along, we go up around Wertburg and tramp through the fields grouse hunting.

We never got anything, but we sure did love walking those fields though.

I remember one time we got back to the car and my son ate a whole entire loaf of bread, he was ravenous, all warn out from going those fields.

We were wet and tired.

I remember we drove up Wind Rock Mountain, one time, me driving, we were going up there, somebody’d heard a good place to hunt grouse up there.

Coming back down my car hit a rock and broke the brake line and oh we had some exciting times.

I remember, I remember Hazel, Jack’s wife.

I remember when I left town to go to Kokomo a guy up in Wooster, Mass, the Heald Company had given me a fancy bottle of wine.

While I was up there we were up there talking about super accurate turning machines and when I went to Kokomo I took that bottle of wine over to Jack’s house and knew he’d love it.

That’s good.

That’s very good.

Let me ask you go back just a minute and let’s get a little more information on the air bearing spindle.

Yeah.

Let’s talk a little bit more about how they came to be.

Why did you go with that design?

Give me a little more on the air bearing spindle.

The big problem, when you’re doing these super accurate machines, plus or minus a thousandth inch on tolerances, everything has got to be controlled.

The heat in the machines, the coolant temperatures, and being able to make these super accurate measurements.

Well we’d heard about this stuff at DuPont, so we went over there and started talking with these guys and they never had any reason to think about making a big machine tool spindle.

A great big thing, got to hold these big parts, turn them accurate and be able to stand there with a machine tool forces cutting on the part.

But this guy over there, Tommy Lewis, thought he knew how to do it, so we came up with a big contract, all classified of course.

All the classifications guys go crazy on what we could do and what we could tell him.

But anyhow this guy came up with a wonderful design and great big spindle.

We brought her down, they made it, the people in Wilmington made the spindle.

So we brought it down to 9202 in the mechanical development department and started putting it through its paces and I remember how proud we were of that thing.

Roger Heads coming by with visitors from outside the plant showing off this spindle, bragging about it.

We knew we had to have more of them and no machine tool would build them.

Heald, Excelo, none of them so we decided we were going to make six of them and some of our development engineers kind of chocked on that because they wanted to build one and then find out what’s wrong with it and build the other, and find out what’s wrong.

We didn’t have time for that.

So we said we’re going to do six of them and it’s going to cost enough that you’re going to do it right, you’re not going to tweak this thing, you’re going to do it right.

So we built the six of them.

Rocky flats machining, they were out there machining plutonium and they had the same kind of heat accuracy problem and I remember a guy from Rocky Flats wanted to buy one of them.

And son of a gun, we sold him one, put it out there in the plutonium plant, of course that’s the last you ever heard of that because it all got contaminated.

But anyway, we got these six spindles built and put them on machines in Y-12 and then we went to the machine tool builders and said we need you to make these for us on our machines we’re buying from you.

So the only way they’d agreed to do it was as a best effort.

So we gave them the drawings and said you build it according to these drawings, we’ll buy them, and it worked out well.

It got them in the business of being able to do that job in the quantities we could use.

And so of course they’re all through our plant, at least they were when I was here 20 years ago. 

I don’t know what’s out there now.

But we still use them.

Do ya?

Yes sir.

Air bearing spindle is a mainstay of machining capability at Y-12, it really is, you did a, you folks back there did a tremendous job.

Really worked out.

Phil Steager was the guy we assigned to head that project.

I ran into him this morning as I was coming out of the mall, Phil was coming in.

Son of a gun.

That was the good old days.

Let’s go back to Jack Case a little bit more.

Did you ever travel with him?

Oh yeah.

Did you ever take him to Albuquerque?

Oh, I’ve got photographs at the airport of all of us lined up ready to get on the airplane.

Well we need to borrow some of those photographs because that would be helpful.

Well I’ve got Kodachrome color slides and stuff.

Tell us about some of the trips you took with him.

Just think about one and go through and talk about it a bit.

Okay, we had a big IMOG meeting out in Las Vegas, interagency mechanical operations group.

I was in charge of the inspection part of it.

Everybody and his brother would go.

Well Jack, Jack liked to have fun and we’d go….

We’re going to need to pick that one up again.

Changing film.

So we’ll back that up and let you start that trip over, the IMOG trip.

I’ve got a question that I’ve been wondering about and I bet Ed with your experience in testing and inspection you might then say a little bit about the explosive forming that, unless it’s classified, we don’t want to get a look into that, but…

Well Dick Hovis, Dick Hovis just died a few weeks ago.

Dick Hovis did the early development work but it never amounted to much when I left.

So what happened after that.

Tell us about the IMOG trip with Jack.

And tell us what IMOG is now.

All the machining going on at all the sites around the country had similar problems and had similar problems with machine tool builders being able to get the equipment they needed so the AEC set up an interagency mechanical operations group and they had different people concentrating on different things and procurement and super accurate machining and inspection, stuff like that.

And we would travel around the country having their meetings at different sites.

Bendix in Kansas City and Rocky Flats and Y-12, and Los Alamos.

We’d have meetings oh maybe every few months and talk over problems and what we’re doing to bring everybody up to speed.

And I remember going to meetings with a group of us at a time and Jack would go along and a lot of times Jack would like to have a good time and we’d learn where the good places in town were out in Denver, the Tropics and some of those places.

San Francisco was always a big hit when we went to Livermore.

And we’d have a good fellowship on these meetings if you like.

I remember one meeting in Las Vegas, it was a big meeting, a lot of people there and Jack got some kind of bad news at that Las Vegas meeting because everybody was talking about the problems of temperatures on machine tools and what could you do to control the temperatures because metal shrinks, steel shrinks and expands and unless you can hold the temperature really fixed, it’s going to move while you’re trying to do this super accurate machining.

And Jack became a real supporter of efforts to control temperature and I guess the air bearing was one of the biggest and, it was a problem that was solved, a problem that could be solved, all you had to do was want to do it.

Money got spent and the problem got solved.

Do you remember any specific things that happened on your trips that kind of bring back a humorous memory?
Boy I wish I had more time to think up something like that.

There were so many of them, so many trips.

I do remember there was an international machine tool group and they would have meetings in Europe and one year I got to go.

I can’t remember the name, surf, some French name for the meetings, but there was a big machine tool show over in Belgium and I got to go and came back with a lot of good ideas from the meeting and so the next year I put on a big pitch that we ought to send Vic Hogus over there.

Vic Hogus was building little machine tools around the plant and trying to make machines who would do one specific job and would do it very, very cheaply and very, very fast.

And so I talked up sending Vic and Jack thought that’d be a great idea, but let’s send Claude Hensley along with him.

Claude was Jack’s main man in the machine shop.

Jack used to say he was the best man on his feet, any guy in a machine shop he ever knew.

Development always has a problem, these engineers want to do their thing, but the motivation for the development was to make something that would help the plant.

I used to tell my guys, as soon as you know they’re not going to use it, quit working on it and go and work on something they will use and sending Vic and Claude over there together, the development guy and machining guy, boy that really broke down some barriers in the plant.

When those guys traveling all over Europe together going to these different companies, that was a great idea.

Jack made it happen.

Very good.

I guarantee that’s a quote we’ll use, that’s a good one, very good.

Can you think of anything else that you want to share with us about Jack?

Anything about his management styles, management philosophy?

Anytime you had any one on one discussions with him maybe that you think would give us insight into his style of leadership?

There’s some things but I just don’t….

Let’s go on another tangent for just a minute and then we’ll come back to Jack for just a minute and wrap up.

Let’s let you talk about the explosive forming from your experience and tell us sort of what you know about it.

I was in…

Wait just a minute.

Keep looking up at me, you tend to go down and I understand that but it’s better if you look up.

I’m hard to look at, I know.

No, no, I can see you good.

All I can see is your face.

That’s all you need.

Tell us what you recall about the process out here called explosive forming.

Well, I was in mechanical development at the time and I think Vic Hogus was the spark plug behind this and so he went way out on the west end of the plant, way out far beyond where he could hurt anybody and he did some experiments.

He would figure out some shape he wanted to make.

Let me stop you.

I’m going to ask you to go back and tell me that same story you’re telling but it will help if you’ll start by saying something about explosive forming.

See people don’t know what you’re talking about.

Yes, okay.

And they will not hear my voice, they’re only going to hear what you say.

So start it off by saying explosive forming at Y-12 and then follow it on.

Okay.

Well in the machining business what you’re trying to do is to make things of a certain shape.

You do it by cutting on them with machine tools and lathes and drilling holes and all that sort of thing.

Well another way of changing the shape of something is to put some explosive on one side of it and put the metal where you want it and have a mandrel back there and you set off the charge and bang!

You’re supposed to shape that metal around that mandrel and we hadn’t done anything like that in Y-12 but we were in the development business and thought maybe something could be done with that.

And so Vick Hogus got kind of excited about it and started dreaming up ways to do it and of course there were big safety problems with anything like that, setting off big explosives at the end of the plant and we did some early work on some simple shapes with rather thin materials, but I really I never saw it do any real parts made that got shipped out of the plant.

Now maybe it has since then because this was the really early stages of it.

That’s good.

That’s very helpful.

Anything else that you want to say about either your career or anything about Mr. Case or anything before we wrap up?

I may not have asked all the right questions.

All I can say is it was a great place to work, man I was here at the very best dinner.

You’re not tapping that.

Sorry I ran out of battery here.

He ran out of battery, we’ll have to ask you to do that again because those are some good quotes we want to get.

I’ll ask you a prompting question when he gets ready.

Ready.

All right.

As you think back on your career at Y-12 tell us what you think about getting the opportunity to work here.

Oh, it was an exciting time.

Back in the war years, I came here in ’48, the war was over but uranium 235 was very important, you had to keep track of it, you didn’t want anybody stealing it.

Exciting time, working at state of the art in measurements and then in the inspection business things had never been done before, inspection machines that had never been built before, really an exciting time.

Then get into development, man you love to come to work and it was really great.

I’m very, very fortunate to have been here during those days.

Great place to raise kids, wonderful town.

Happy, happy.

Very good, very good.

There’s one more thought that I’d like to pursue a little bit.

We’ve got to do a big change.

All right.

Let’s take a break here just rest, they’re going to do a change of the tape, get you a drink of water.

It will be about a five minute break and then we’ll talk a little more.

The next thought I’d like to go with you though is to think a little bit about Y-12 won the cold war.

That kind of thought where we produced so many weapons that the Soviet Union….

Ed let’s begin by talking about the build up for the cold war.

The way that Y-12 helped to win the war in the 80s was based on what you all did in the 60s and the 70s.

So come to talk about Jack’s insight into how we needed to build the plant up.

When I came here Y-12 had just begun taking over machining jobs which had all been done at Los Alamos before and Jack Case and I guess Bill Strowhecker went out to Los Alamos together to find out how things were doing, came back here and got things going, got new machine tools in and training people.

Of course it was all highly classified.

One real interesting thing, these designed agencies like Los Alamos or Livermore had project engineers who were really, most of them were mechanical engineering backgrounds and they would come in here and approve everything we did and say yes and no, was this good enough, was that not.

I remember one thing that really gave those guys trouble.

We’re doing very accurate machining work and plus or minus a thousandth of an inch you know was a very tight tolerance, a thousandth of an inch is about a third of a thickness of a sheet of paper and they start talking to guys and they’d hear us Y-12 guys talking in tenths and that really shook them up.

Tenths, you’re talking about a thousandth and now you’re talking about a tenth?

And of course we were talking about a tenth of a thousandth, we just weren’t using the extra words to spell it out every time.

But some of those guys had so much trouble with the concept that they wanted us to change the way we were talking.

Can you imagine going out in the machine shop and guys don’t talk tenths no more, always say tenth of a thousand.

Anyhow, that was just fun, little interesting anecdote that went along.

We had good relations with most of those project engineers, but the big challenge was ramping up to meet new reduction schedules on new weapons and we would go out and place orders with machine tool builders like American up in Cincinnati, we’d order 100 lathes at a time of the most accurate lathes they’d ever built.

Duplicating lathes with being able to make freeform shapes and a lot of the machines would come back and we’d inspect them and we had to rebuild them and the mechanical operations group had guys that worked full time scraping ways and rebuilding machines to meet our tolerances.

The machine tool builders were doing the best they could, but they just weren’t quite good enough and so we’d bring them back and do things to them, add air bearing spindles, whatever.

One of the new technologies that came about had to do with pressure bottles, they needed bottles that would hold pyridium gas and under high pressure, real high pressure and so we had a fella in our mechanical development group, remember Fred Jones, got all excited about filament winding.

He was a mechanical engineer, master’s degree from UT and he got going, you’d make a thin metal bottle with a little hole in it and then you would wind it with fiberglass and epoxy and you’d wind and wind and all different shapes and make a big ball and those things would stand fantastic pressures.

Fred had some big ideas about some of these conical and shapes like you would have a nose cone on a missile and he went out and bought the weirdest, wildest, machine you had ever saw that would wind big nose cone shapes.

Round and round it would go with layer after layer and that turned out to be a pretty good deal, pretty good job.

Fred was the big leader in getting that job done.

Fred’s dead now you know he died about a couple months ago.

Yeah, I know.

I remember not long.

He and Harold Fell, Vic Hogus, Kao Pierson, those guys are all dead now, they were in my mechanical development department.

Do you have any memories about Jack and how he handled people, how he would work with different individuals?

You talked about Claude Hensley and the special relationship he had there.

Can you think of other people that worked for Jack and some of the relationships you observed?

Well I’m sure Jack had people that he didn’t like and respect, but I have trouble identifying any of them.

He treated people well.

I never heard him holler.

He had some guys that really gave him a lot of trouble, but man they got the job done and he knew he needed them.

And maybe they knew too which is why they gave him such a hard time.

But he was just a great, just a great guy.

Let’s explore that just a little bit about people that he had difficult people working for him.

Tell me some examples of what you’re talking about.

Well there was Jim Patterson, he liked to drink, Jim Patterson like to drink.

I remember when we were making the rover fuel elements for the airborne reactor and Jim was in charge of getting a big machine going, a big machine to go back and forth, back and forth.

These elements were about six feet long and Jack would, you know we needed that machine going and Jim wasn’t always available because you know he loved to drink so sometimes he wouldn’t be available.

But I don’t know.

Do you remember a man by the name of John Gordon?

Oh yes.

Talk a little bit about John Gordon.

John was the guy, he took all the doors off the restroom in the commodes and you know you sit on the stool you got no door there.

John wanted to be able to in the rest room and see who was who so he took all the doors out of the restroom.

I think John had the eye trouble.

Yeah, John had the eye trouble.

I remember John, he was a great guy, in charge of the shop and but that’s the only really funny thing I remember.

Let me ask you if you recall any of this.

His daughter told me this.

When he actually went blind.

Wasn’t he married to Ruby O’Kane?

But Jack tried to keep him on out here even after he had lost his sight because of his value to the plant.

But he couldn’t do that, they wouldn’t allow it.

But if you remembered anything about that…

Oh, I do remember John very clearly.

Do you remember what shot he had responsibility for?

Well I remember him working 9212 in the uranium shop, not the E wing where the product level was, but I think just the main machine shop up in 9212.

I remember he had his office right there.

Yeah.

John Jordan.

Yes, just say something that includes John Gordon’s name.

John Gordon.

And that he lost his eyesight, he worked for Jack in a machine shop, just something like that.

Jack was a, I think he was more than a foreman of a shop.

John Gordon had an office up in 9212 in the main machine shop and I remember he lost his eyesight and had to leave.

I had that one funny memory of John having to do with the men’s room, left all the doors off the toilets so that he could see who was who.

He didn’t want guys going in there and sitting the whole darn shift.

Okay.

All right, you going to change.

Okay.

We’re going to start off by asking you what you did when you came to work here after the AEC.

And I want you to tell me you were….

Okay.

I’ve got one thing in addition to say along that line.

I’m not sure, 

