A Dream Has No Dimensions

All of us from Uplands Retirement Village in Pleasant Hill, Tennessee, know the story of Dr. May’s life.  Every year I re-read her book, Doctor Woman of the Cumberlands, and this year I am struck with how the trilogy of wholeness - body, mind and spirit - is a concept that was very important to Dr. May.


She was born on a farm in Minnesota in 1873 and grew up on a homestead in North Dakota where she rode horses, rounded up cows and killed rattlesnakes.  I’d say she was a physically fit child.


And she continued to be active as a student at Carleton College in the early 1890’s.  In fact, she served on a committee to establish an athletics program for women.  And there’s an account in the student newspaper of her spraining her wrist while tobogganing, which meant she could not participate in a physical exhibition at Carlton that year.


It’s a good thing she had a strong constitution because she was 44 years old when she arrived in Pleasant Hill in 1917 and life there was very hard.  Her husband was appointed the principal of Pleasant Hill Academy, an American Missionary Association institution that was part of the AMA’s “mountain work” after the Civil War.  How fortunate the academy was to also gain a doctor.

I can picture tall, thin Dr. May scrambling up and down the ravines, crossing the creeks and hiking through the woods in all sorts of weather to find the cabins she visited to deliver babies or set broken bones.  Eventually she got a horse but even years later when she had a car there were still some awfully rough roads to navigate.


Right away Dr. May had to deal with a measles epidemic, typhoid and then the influenza epidemic that swept the country in 1918.  There’s a wonderful account of her coping with that flu epidemic in her book.  Plus she handled all the regular ailments of the students, including lots of bad tonsils.


She believed strongly in the importance of diet for good health.  One of her first goals at the academy was to educate everyone on the need for fresh fruit and vegetables for the students’ meals.  She wrote a book, Nature’s Way to Health, where this emphasis on diet is very clear.


That book, published back in 1938, seems timely to me.  Dr. May not only wrote about nutrition, but also about the role of exercise, especially to reduce stress, about fatigue and “faulty elimination” and she talked about massage and about the mind/body connection when dealing with pain and disease. She wrote “Think health.  Talk health.  You are what you think.”  A very wholistic approach!

Dr. May practiced what she preached.  Her body served her well for 86 years.  And her mind was ever bit as active as her body.  She was an excellent student at Carleton College, a debater and member of the women’s literary society.  Two of her presentations to that society were considered excellent and published in the student newspaper.  She left Carleton after 3 years, taught school for a year and then finished her undergraduate work at the University of North Dakota in 1895.  After graduation she traveled and studied in Europe for a year.  I understand she was engaged that year to a Carleton College classmate.


And she was devastated when their engagement was broken.  But out of that heartbreak came her decision to go to medical school.  She said that during her four years at the University of Michigan’s medical school she did the hardest work she had ever done.  But it opened a whole new world for her.


She wanted to be a medical missionary.  That was her dream.


That’s not surprising.  She grew up listening to her father’s morning devotions.  He prayed and read the Bible, especially the Psalms, every day.  She waited in vain for two years for a missionary appointment but then she settled into her life and medical practice in Atlanta.


That’s where she met Edwin Wharton, an architect who had studied for the ministry at Oberlin.  They began their married life in Atlanta, then worked together at a settlement house in Cleveland, and from there moved to a New Hampshire farm where Edwin served small Congregational churches.


And that’s where they were when the call came to go to Pleasant Hill Academy.  Those first years at the academy were hard.  The campus had fallen into disrepair and morale was low.  But they threw themselves completely into the work of bringing health and education to the mountain people whom they were beginning to love.


Here’s a quote from her book:  “We dreamed of a new day on the mountain when men and women, equipped with sound bodies and trained minds and hands could meet the demands of their environment and achieve a more abundant life.”


They were dreamers - dreamers who worked hard to build up the academy and bring medical care to the community.  They were happy to be partners in this missionary work.


But their dreams were dashed when Edwin died, only three short years after their arrival in Pleasant Hill.  Dr. May was faced with a tough decision.  How could she go on with her work on the plateau without the support of her husband?  A petition signed by 50 families begging her to stay, her brother’s promise of financial support, $25 a month, and the decision of her friend and colleague Elizabeth Fletcher to stay with her, all came together to convince Dr. May to continue the dream she and her husband had shared.

In 1921 Dr. May and Miss Fletcher opened a two-bed hospital that they called Sannex.


Sannex?  Isn’t that a strange name?

Very strange!  It stood for Sanatorium Annex.  They named their first hospital an annex when they didn’t have a sanatorium yet.  Now that was positive thinking!


With the help of Elizabeth Fletcher’s fundraising skills and the recruitment of a registered nurse, Alice Adshead, Dr. May did have an eight bed sanatorium the next year.  By 1935 this had grown to a twenty bed hospital with a surgical unit and a maternity ward.  Dr. May and Alice Adshead furthered their education by learning all they could about tuberculosis.  By 1937 they had a separate TB sanatorium across from the hospital.

Wow!  Did these women work?!  They raised money, often traveling to New England and the Midwest, mostly to Congregational churches,  traveled to medical conferences across the United States and outside the country for more education, administered the hospital and the TB sanatorium, kept office hours, ran ten outpatient clinics around the area, led homemade Chautauquas which were three-day educational events, cared for academy students, taught at the academy, trained student nurses, immunized children, held “Mothers and Well Babies” clinics - just to name a few things that kept them busy.


When the VanDyck Tuberculosis Sanatorium was dedicated, Dr. May assured everyone present at the dedication that her most earnest and heartfelt desire was to conduct the institution along broad humanitarian and Christian lines that would be in entire harmony with the spirit of Jesus Christ.


That day a well-meaning friend of Dr. May’s said:  “Oh, Dr. May, I think it’s wonderful how your dream has come true - and so soon, too.  Now that you have two hospitals and the out-clinics and everything going so well, you can take a little rest, can’t you?”


I imagine Dr. May did think her dreams had come true.


But the opposite was true.  That remark frightened her.  She wrote later that she was proud of the two buildings and all the rest, but that she felt the health program serving the whole plateau region, of which she had dreamed so long, seemed only just begun.  She said “”My dream come true?’  It had barely got a start.  A dream has no dimensions.”


That’s a famous quote of hers.  A dream has no dimensions.  I think that means that a dream doesn’t end, it changes to meet new circumstances.  Certainly her dreams kept expanding.


They did.  She dreamed of a medical center that would serve the whole region, an ideal health center with a broad program.  So she began laying plans to build such a center in Crossville, the county seat, ten miles away.  World War II slowed down those plans, but in 1950 the Cumberland Medical Center in Crossville was dedicated.


Dr. May also dreamed of a retirement village.  In 1956 the first retirement cottage was authorized.  Today Uplands Retirement Village has about 300 residents in private homes, duplexes, apartments, assisted living and a new nursing home.


Dr. May dreamed on - this time about care for the elderly.  And so the May Cravath Wharton Nursing Home was dedicated in 1957. On the day Wharton Home was dedicated, a friend asked her why one end of the building had no windows.  “Some day there will be an addition there,” was her quick reply.  In July, 1968, the Baird addition to Wharton Home was dedicated.  “She was always thinking twenty years ahead of the rest of us,” Alice Adshead said.  Today a brand new Wharton Homes stands near the site of Dr. May’s hospital and TB sanatorium.  It’s a beautiful complex of four homes, each built around a hearth according to Eden Alternative principles.


When I walk into the new Wharton Homes, I feel Dr. May’s spirit alive and well.  I think she would be proud of the facility and of the philosophy underlying the care there.  Their goal is “to create a warm and secure home that nourishes the human spirit.”

Indeed, Dr. May’s dream had no dimensions.  It was nourished by her desire for wholeness, by her vision of healthy bodies and sound minds, and by her missionary spirit that sustained her life of service.  We remember her and we honor her for her inspiring example of a whole life.
Sharon Weible

Pioneer Hall Museum Curator

Fall 2011

