
Curriculum Unit Introduction 
 

Title of Unit:  The Secret City 
 
Vital theme of the unit:  The living conditions of Oak Ridge Residents during W.W. II 
 
Author and contact information:  Jason Mysinger 
             115 Cameron Lane 
             Lenoir City, TN  37772 
             (mysingerj@loudoncounty.org) 
 
Grade level:  Five 
 
Number of lessons in the unit:  3  Time needed to complete unit:  3-4 days 
 
Curriculum standards addressed:  (see lessons below) 
 
Technology used:  United Streaming (on-line educational resource with video clips) 
 
Unit introduction and Overview of Instructional Plan:  After being introduced to the 
importance of Oak Ridge during World War II in Social Studies, students will examine the lives 
of residents who lived in the city through Language Arts activities.  In particular, students will 
participate in activities that reinforce the tight security and immense over crowding of Oak Ridge 
during the war.  By the end of the unit, students will take a quiz, which will cover concepts 
covered in Language Arts and a Social Studies test, which will cover content knowledge of the 
unit discussed in Social Studies and Language Arts.  By this point, students should understand 
not only how residents lived in Oak Ridge during World War II, but also what an impact Oak 
Ridge had on the war.  This unit should last approximately three days in Language Arts. 
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The Secret Life of Oak Ridge 

 In the fall of 1942, 59,000 acres west of Knoxville were acquired by the federal 

government to begin a secret city that would help create an early end to the war.  This city, 

termed “The Manhattan Project,” was eventually named “Oak Ridge.”  The thousands of 

employees shipped into this city would experience an environment like no other.  Viewed as just 

another army camp by visiting military personnel, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Crenshaw stated 

that “the government has built a village.”1  People living in this village during World War II 

experienced high security, immense over-crowding, and a government-imposed sense of 

normality.   

 On August 6, 1945, The New York Times ran an article, “Atom Bombs Made in 3 Hidden 

‘Cities”.  The article revealed the purpose of Oak Ridge as well as two other secret cities after 

the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima.2.  Until this time, only a small handful of high-

ranking government officials knew about the purpose of Oak Ridge.  In a letter to Dr. Robert 

Oppenheimer, head scientist over the Manhattan project, President Franklin Roosevelt stated, “I 

have therefore given directions that every precaution be taken to insure the security of your 

project”.3  Because of  the tight security within the secret city, accessing valid information about 

the project was nearly impossible.  According to Charles Johnson and Charles Jackson, authors 

of City Behind a Fence, the Army had three tasks to ensure secrecy:  restriction of physical 

access to the reservation, elimination of all potential threats to ensure “smooth operation,” and 

compartmentalization of jobs to ensure that employees did not know the ultimate goal of the 

project. 1    

                                                 
1 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 38, 137. 
2 Jay Walz, “Atom Bombs Made in 3 Hidden ‘Cities”  New York Times, 6 August 1945, 1. 
3 Letter, Franklin D. Roosevelt to J. Robert Oppenheimer, 29 June 1943, in possession of J. Robert Oppenheimer 
Papers. 



 

 The first task was, comparatively, easy; fencing was placed at multiple points around the 

city and seven gates were built for access into Oak Ridge.  A picture of Elza gate, which was a 

main thorough-fair for civilian traffic, depicts what a typical gate looked like.  The second task, 

elimination of all potential threats, was successful thanks to a ratio of 14 police per 1,000 

residents in Oak Ridge.  This figure compares with the average 1.6 per 1,000 in other southern 

cities of similar size.  By the beginning of 1945, 4,900 civilian guards, 740 military policemen, 

and over 400 civilian policemen patrolled the city. 4 Most disruptions consisted of public 

drunkenness as bootleggers infiltrated the dry city. 5  The final task of the military in ensuring 

secrecy (hiding information about the purpose and activities of Oak Ridge) was handled by 

compartmentalizing jobs.  According to a New York Times article, “Work was so 

compartmentalized that each worker knew only his own job, and had no inkling of how his part 

fitted into the whole”.6  All employees had to wear I.D. tags, which dictated what areas they 

could enter.  Moreover, only the President and a handful of generals and engineers knew the 

ultimate goal of the Manhattan Project.  In these three ways, the inhabitants of Oak Ridge lived 

under high security.                        

 Though a constant watch by the military may have seemed inconvenient enough, the 

sheer number of people packed into Oak Ridge was extraordinary.  Though originally planned to 

accommodate 13,000 residents in 1943, that number peaked at 75,000 by 1945.  The most 

serious problem that faced the Army in Oak Ridge was the housing shortage: the supply for 

housing never met the demand.  The original plan for the town site was to build 3,000 cemesto 

single and multi-homes plus a small supply of family apartments.  By the fall of 1944, however, 

                                                 
4 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 137, 228. 
5 Russell B. Olwell, At Work in the Atomic City.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee Press, 2004), 45. 
6 “Text of Statements by Truman, Stimson on Development of Atomic Bomb,”  New York Times, 7 August 1945, 4. 



 

contractors had to increase this number to approximately 6,000 units.  While the top-level 

engineers and high-ranking officers had the luxury of staying in cemesto houses, most working-

class citizens stayed in trailers, pre-fabricated houses, or extremely small hutments.7  Pictures of 

these structures depict just how crowded the town was during this period.8  As the city grew, 

trailers, pre-fabricated houses, and hutments began to dot the landscape in a hap-hazard fashion.  

As one resident described the scene in a letter to her mother, “…to live here permanently might 

be depressing—trailers, prefabricated houses, dormitories, barracks”.9 

 In addition to a short supply of housing, Oak Ridge residents became quite accustomed to 

waiting in long lines.  Pictures of residents waiting in line to purchase cigarettes and groceries at 

an A & P store exhibit a typical scene during this time.  As residents began streaming into the 

community in 1943, only nine commercial enterprises were available; by 1945, this number 

increased to 165.10  Numerous times, the storekeeper ran out of the merchandise a customer 

waiting in line might be waiting for.  During the war, the understood rule was: if you see a line, 

get in it.11 

 Although the town of Oak Ridge may have appeared like just another army camp during 

World War II, this was not the intent of the government.  According to the authors of City 

Behind a Fence, “What Corps officials did have in mind was for Oak Ridge to approximate a 

typical American small town as much as possible, within the constraints of security”.12  One step 

                                                 
7 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 25, 28, 77. 
8 Sam Yates, ed., Through the Lens of Ed Westcott:  A Photographic History of World War II’s Secret City.  
(Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee Graphic Arts Services), 9, 44, 64. 
9 Letter, Frances Carroll to Lena Carroll, 16 July 1945, in possession of The Frances Carroll Collection. 
10 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 35 
11 Jennie Ivey, W. Calvin Dickinson, and Lisa W. Rand, Tennessee Tales the Textbooks Don’t Tell.  (Johnson City:  
The Overmountain Press, 2002), 165. 
12 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 35. 



 

toward this goal was to make the layout of the city attractive.  Numerous dwellings constructed 

before the government bought the land were demolished due to their unsightly appearance.  In 

addition, the initial plan to designate buildings and streets by numbers and letters was scrapped.  

Towncenter no. 1 became “Jackson Square,” Route 61 became the “Oak Ridge Turnpike” and so 

forth.  Originally named “Clinton Engineer Works,” the city, too, was named “Oak Ridge” in the 

summer of 1943.13  Ironically, many parts of the city ended up looking like slums due to the 

immense overcrowding as discussed previously. 

 Another effort at normality transferred governance of the community from the Army to 

civilians.  Military officials viewed civilian control as more acceptable to residents than direction 

from the Army.  By instating a civilian controlled community, the military could maintain a 

much lower profile in community life.  Moreover, this civilian presence could act as a “lightning 

rod to absorb community discontent” thereby minimizing direct confrontation between residents 

and the Army.  The Turner Construction Company of New York City, later named the Roane-

Anderson Company, was given the duty of governing the town site.  Responding to grievances 

from residents, the company repeatedly assured them “an effort will be made”.14 

 In conclusion, the tight security and overcrowding of Oak Ridge during World War II 

could easily cause others to view the community as a typical army camp.  The lives of Oak 

Ridge residents were under constant surveillance inside this secret city.  Through the visage of a 

civilian controlled government, the Army was able to keep tight control of the community from a 

distance.  Certainly, the government was successful in creating such a community, not only from 

a military perspective in making an atomic bomb, but also from a community perspective in that 

                                                 
13 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 36. 
14 Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson, City Behind a Fence.  (Knoxville:  The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1981), 66, 97. 



 

Oak Ridge is still a thriving city even today.  Indeed, the city of Oak Ridge was a unique 

community, one that will hopefully forever be remembered.   
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Lesson Plan Outline 
 

Day 1 
 

Unit:  The Secret City 
 
Lesson Title:  Four types of sentences in World War II billboards 
 
Grade Level:   5 
 
Essential Question related to Vital Theme:   What is the difference between a declarative, 
imperative, interrogative, and exclamatory sentence? 
 
Lesson Time:  one class period (forty-five to fifty minutes)  (note:  Prior to this lesson, the 
teacher should expose students to the four types of sentences.  This lesson provides a good 
review of the four types.) 
 
 
Curriculum Standards—list: 

 5.3.04- Demonstrate knowledge of correct sentence structure. 
 5.09 Understand America's role during World War II. 

 
Technology used and how:  Brain Pop (on-line site used as an introduction or review to 
material covered in academic classes) 
 
Materials:  1) six to seven pictures of billboards in Oak Ridge during W.W. II (provided in the 
Primary Sources section of this reader); pictures should be placed in different areas of the room.  
2)  United Streaming 3) paper and pencils 
 
Activity description(s) and overview of instructional strategies: 
-Set:  The teacher will briefly review the four types of sentences with students.  Then, the teacher 
will review the high security of Oak Ridge during World War II as it was presented during 
Social Studies. 
-Activity:  Students will be placed in groups and asked to walk to a specific picture of a billboard 
photographed in Oak Ridge during World War II.  At each picture, student groups will copy the 
sentences on the billboard onto a piece of paper.  Then, students must decide what type of 
sentence(s) is included in the billboard.  After two to three minutes, the teacher will tell student 
groups to move to a different picture.  During this time, the teacher will walk around to supervise 
and ensure that students are correctly identifying the sentences. 
-Review:  After students are finished visiting every picture, the teacher will discuss each picture 
to check the accuracy of student responses.  The teacher will also ask students about the 
importance of these billboards to the operation of the secret city. 
 
 



 

 
Supporting Assignments/Homework: 
 
Assessment: 
-Practice/homework:  Students will draw four billboards that depict those in Oak Ridge during 
the war.  Each billboard must have one of the four types of sentences and convey the high 
security of Oak Ridge.  In addition, students must write which type of sentence is used beside 
each billboard. 
-Assessment:  The homework will be graded based on the accuracy of student answers regarding 
the type of sentence.  In addition, billboards must reflect the high security administered in Oak 
Ridge during the war. 



 

 
 

Days 2-3 
 

Unit:  The Secret City 
 
Lesson Title:  Identifying complete and compound sentences in historical newspapers 
 
Grade Level:  5 
 
Essential Question related to Vital Theme:  What are complete sentences?  What are 
compound sentences? 
 
Lesson Time:  two to three fifty-minute class periods 
 
Curriculum Standards—list:        

 5.3.04- Demonstrate knowledge of correct sentence structure. 
 5.3.02- Demonstrate knowledge of standard English mechanics. 
 5.09 Understand America's role during World War II. 
 5.2.11- Write in a variety of modes and genres. 
 5.2.06- Experience numerous publishing opportunities. 
 5.1.12- Experience various literary and media genres. 

Technology used and how:  students computers used to type articles 
 
Materials:  1)  newspapers discussing Oak Ridge after the first atomic bomb was detonated over 
Hiroshima, 2)computers, 3)paper and pencils 
 
Activity description(s) and overview of instructional strategies: 
-Set:  The teacher will explain each type of sentence and give examples on the board.   
-Activity:  Students will get into groups of two or three.  Each group will receive a copy of a 
New York Times newspaper (included in the “Primary Sources” section) printed directly after 
the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima.  Each group will be given ten to fifteen 
minutes to find and copy four to five complete sentences and four to five compound sentences 
from the newspaper. 
-Review:  After the designated time, the teacher will ask for examples from each type of 
sentence.   
 
Supporting Assignments/Homework: 
 
Assessment: 
-Practice/homework:  Student groups will pretend they are newspaper writers in August of 1945.  
They will write a brief article about the detonation of the atomic bomb over Hiroshima.  The 
article must reference Oak Ridge.  The article must have complete sentences and at least two to 
three compound sentences, properly identified.  If time allows, the teacher can take students to 
the computer lab to type their articles and add pictures.  Students can also name their newspaper. 



 

-Assessment:  Articles will be graded based on the use of complete sentences and the 
predetermined number of compound sentences.  Articles that do not reference Oak Ridge will 
not be given full credit. 
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The White House 
Washington 

 
June 29, 1943 



 

 
My dear Dr. Oppenheimer: 
 
  I have recently reviewed with Dr. Bush the highly important and secret program 
of research, development and manufacture with which you are familiar.  I was very glad to hear 
of the excellent work which is being done in a number of places in this country under the 
immediate supervision of General L. H. Groves and the general direction of the Committee of 
which Dr. Bush is Chairman.  The successful solution of the problem is of the utmost importance 
to the national safety, and I am confident that the work will be completed in as short a time as 
possible as the result of the wholehearted cooperation of all concerned. 
 
  I am writing to you as the leader of one group which is to play a vital role in the 
months ahead.  I know that you and your colleagues are working on a hazardous matter under 
unusual circumstances.  The fact that the outcome of your labors is of such great significance to 
the nation requires that this program be even more drastically guarded than other highly secret 
war developments.  I have therefore given directions that every precaution be taken to insure the 
security of your project and feel sure that those in charge will see that these orders are carried 
out.  You are fully aware of the reasons why your own endeavors and those of your associates 
must be circumscribed by very special restrictions.  Nevertheless, I wish you would express to 
the scientists assembled with you my deep appreciation of their willingness to undertake the 
tasks which lie before them in spite of the dangers and the personal sacrifices.  I am sure we can 
rely on their continued wholehearted and unselfish labors.  Whatever the enemy may be 
planning, American science will be equal to the challenge.  With this though in mind, I send this 
note of confidence and apprectiation.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 
 



 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

The Frances Carroll Collection 

Personal Letters - 8 of 24 
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Fran to her Mother, Lena Carroll, July 16, 1945  Oak Ridge, TN 

( On a working trip to Oakridge from NYC) 

(from Dunmore Hall 118, Oakridge, Tennessee) 

 Dear Mother, 

 Are either of these “13” the ones to which you refer?  I meant to write to 
Phyl immediately to see what she has but haven’t written to anyone since 
arriving here.  We’re going through a dazing experience.  Bobbie & I & three 
fellows were all the Co. could get to volunteer to come down here at first.  
They eventually rounded up several more To Meet A Great Emergency 
which we haven’t located yet.  But Bobbie and I from the beginning have 
yearned to see this place.  We are impressed. 

 It’s not been hotter than New York & the nights are extra cool.  But all in all 
I do not think I would care to stay here longer than the scheduled month.  
There’s a haze of dust over the valley.  The drinking water is heavily 
chlorinated.  No butter, no dark bread, no chocolate ice cream.  But you can 
get an excellent steak any night in the evening.  All kinds of meat.  On night 
shift, there’s practically nothing to eat.  Bobbie and I held out for day shift, 
but the rest of the kids went patriotic & so we are all on rotating shifts—7 
days on days, a day off, seven days graveyard, day off, & 7 swing shift & 
then 80 hours off.  At that point we intend to take off for the Smokey 
Mountains. 

 Wish I could find the one man who declared a state of emergency & ask him 
if he feels a relaxation of the tension now that we’re here.  You have to keep 
reminding yourself that they have accomplished all that’s been accomplished 
here so far—And that’s plenty.  The GI’s want to know how we can 
complain since we’re going back to NY—we got round trip tickets, by the 
way.  They stay.  But its hard work—this hanging around.  Every once in a 
while whilst contemplating a valve I am amazed that I am in the middle of 



 

this Area in this building in the middle of Tennessee. 

 The trees and bushes that grow from the red dirt are green!  There are people 
from every state in the union.  The masses are southern.  We are hardly able 
to understand some of them, their speech is so southern accented.  A week 
ago Sat. we went on a moonlight ride on the Tennessee River; we’ve been 
swimming at Big Ridge, the Jones Beach of Oakridge.  Haven’t been to 
Norris Dam proper yet. 

 The main reason I didn’t use the other half of my ticket immediately on 
discovering shift work is that Bill Allman’s down here.  He was shipped to 
this spot in the beginning of January.  This is known as the sure cure—I’m 
considering applying for a job in the Philippines in the fall—You get your 
way paid to & from if you promise to stay a year.  Only thing is it’s civil 
service. And after the Navy Yard, I stated I would never again be a part of 
civil service. 

 On the one hand, Oakridge is like a never-ending carnival—dances on 
tennis courts, juke boxes in all the cafeterias, bus terminals broadcasting to 
the countryside, recreation halls in every section. 

 On the other hand to live here permanently might be depressing—trailers, 
prefabricated houses, dormitories, barracks. 

 I don’t have the stamps with me but will send them tomorrow—absolutely. 

                                         Love, Fran  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 


