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We’re running film and video right?

Go ahead Ray.

This is oral history for the New Hope Center and we’re interviewing John Rice Irwin.

Okay John Rice, let’s start by just telling me where you were born and how you came to be living in the area that’s now graves when they came in for the Manhattan Project.

Well all of my ancestors actually came into this valley, the same valley that Oak Ridge is located in, but about 40 miles northeast and settled there in 1790s actually and in 1784 was the first ones.

We lived there, my family did, and all my folks and I was related to everyone there and everyone knew everyone else and it was a traumatic thing when in 1933 and ’34 they bought us all the land for the building of Norris Dam and my family and many of my kinfolks, I guess there was 10 or 12, or 15 families moved down the valley to where Oak Ridge is not located.

So there was a little colony there and that made it a little easier to adjust because well most of our close relatives were living nearby and that was in ’35 and I lived there next to my grandparents, with my parents from ’35 to ’42.

Doesn’t sound like a long time, but to me that was a period in my childhood that seemed to be just forever.

So I have the greatest memories of what we had, about 325 acres and my grandfather was not too much into working and farming at that time so he spent a lot of time with my brother David fishing in the creeks there and going back in the mountain picking berries and hazel nuts and fox grapes and possum grapes and showing us how to, well he was born in 1860 so he grew up talking to people who were pioneers from the revolutionary war, so he knew how to cradle wheat and to get the maple syrup to make it and so many things, dead trees and all and we would walk up on the mountain every fall and pick up the pine nuts that were very, very rich and you could light one, that’s what they used for torches you know you can burn it for ten minutes and it would not consume itself.

So we became acquainted with that region and knew every tree, we knew where the wild peach trees grew and so it was a, we had really established ourselves there and it seemed like home.

Very good, that’s exactly what we needed for that intro.

That’s exceptionally good, right on target.

Now let’s spend a little bit of time talking about what that area was like while you were living there.

Just talk about your memories, the fishing trips, anything you want to think about but bring me back to the communities and talk about those eventually.

Mark.

Tell me about the time you were living down in that area?

Well as I said I spent a good bit of time with my grandfather and also my grandmother, they were both just wonderful people I thought and there’s not a day that passes, I think I can say truthfully that I don’t think about of something that my grandmother and my grandfather said.

I remember for example he said one day, I don’t know why I remembered it.

He said, “When you get past 50 the years just roll by” and I found out this very wise statement and he would always have trouble when he was in his 70s and 80s and he’d become very aggravated when he couldn’t think of someone’s name.

And he would always say, “Shaw, I can’t think of nothin no more” so I can relate to that very much.

And it’s amazing that I’m sure he never thought that he was teaching us anything and so forth, but he taught us a great deal.

And of course we worked from the time that we, gosh, I remember I was plowing when I was eight years old a mule team and one of the jobs was to hunt the eggs every night and my grandmother was very insistent that we get all the eggs.

The chickens all run out and we had several buildings, eight or ten or twelve buildings I guess and the chickens ran wild and they seemed to want to get back under a building, under a house.

I still wake up in the middle of the night seeing my grandmother at the edge of a building telling how much farther I needed to go back under the house and I could see those sills and barely getting under and I still dream of getting caught in there and then we had to run the chickens down, you know and she would ring their necks.

It’s quite a little art.

You don’t just flop them around you know you gotta go quick and stop quick.

But she as a prodigious worker all the time, she was baking cakes and pies and sometimes there would 10 or 12 people and if it was harvest time, wheat cutting time, there may be 15 or 20 people and we’d have three tables, not three physical tables but three settings.

The first table where most of the workers ate, and then the second table where some of them ate and then the third table was where the kids and sometimes the women ate.

But it was such a glorious time, something I thought exciting all the time, we were fishing or sanding in the creeks or we were butchering hogs or helping my grandmother make soap and then carving the soap to wash with.
And it was, we knew the people in the community and I remember several of the interesting characters for example there was a farm that adjoined us where the people, the ancestors of the vice president John Lance Gardner lived and on that place we could almost see it, there was a fellow that had sort of dug a hole back in the bank and lived there and they always said that he made whiskey and we were always admonished not to go over there you know.

But one day the law, as they call them, three or four of the deputies came by and they raided the old man.

