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An Experiment in Christian Understanding
Pleasant Hill Academy

Pleasant Hill, Tennessee


It was a tense moment in the experience of a Pleasant Hill Academy folk team.  The team had been selected from the members of the junior and senior classes, four boys and four girls, and everybody was excited about the prospects of going on a trip.  The tour was to be to Florida for two weeks, and visions of sunshine and bathing beaches beckoned warmly as a relief from the wintry blasts of the Tennessee mountains.  Everyone was pleased, including the director and the principal.

Then one day at rehearsal the atmosphere suddenly changed.  Announcement had been made of the itinerary of the trip, and the members of the team found that they were scheduled to visit a Negro school to present their program of songs and dances.  This meant that they would sleep overnight in the dormitory with Negro students, eat in the dining hall with them, and lead them in folk dances in which they would have Negro young people as partners.  The atmosphere of pleasure at the prospects of the trip was changed to one of uncertainty and fear.  One of the boys spoke up definitely and said he would prefer to be dropped from the team rather than make an overnight visit at the Negro school.  The rest of the boys began to question whether they would not rather stay behind also, and it looked for a few moments as though we have to abandon the trip.


It was one of the girls who saved the day and the trip.  “I used to feel like that, too,” she admitted, “but last summer when we had some Negro delegates at a conference living here in Pleasant Hill, I found that they are just as nice as we are.  One of the families had a little Negro baby that was cute as could be, and didn’t seem a bit different than my baby sister.”  We talked the matter over in the group.  We explained that Pleasant Hill Academy had been founded by the American Missionary Association and was still supported by funds from that organization, and that the American Missionary Association had also founded the Negro academy we were going to visit.  We believed in the principles of racial friendship and understanding.


The boy who had first raised the objection refused to change his mind.  He insisted he would not subject himself to accepting Negro hospitality, largely, we believe, because of his fear of what his family and friends back home might say.  But the rest of the group decided to give it a try.  A substitute was found for the team, and the tour was carried through with great success.  The stopover at the Negro school turned out for everybody to be one of the most unusual and enjoyable experiences of the whole trip.  The Negro young people outdid themselves as hosts, and differences of color and environment were quickly forgotten in the exchanges of songs, dances, and ideas about school between the two groups.
__ .. __


In a year when the entire fellowship of our Congregational Christian churches is stressing the theme of racial understanding, and when Dr. Brownlee’s book, “New Day Ascending,” is giving the historical account of the American Missionary Association, it is well to remind ourselves that Pleasant Hill Academy is a part of “Aunt Mary Ann’s” great family, and is making a contribution among the people of the mountains toward interracial understanding.  The last of the many schools once established for mountain children by the AMA has its part to play in the solution of our nation’s most pressing contemporary problem, the race issue.

Traditionally, Negroes did not settle in the mountains.  They were attached to the plantation areas of the south, not to the small farm areas of the mountains.  So there has been little settlement of Negro families in the mountains since the war of liberation, except in the larger cities.  However, this does not mean that the mountaineer has been free of prejudice against the Negro.  He often came into competition with him in the cheap labor market, and the mountaineer is, after all, a southerner who holds to all the traditional patterns of segregation and discrimination which exist in the south.  There are mountain counties where it is not safe for a Negro to remain overnight, even if there were provisions for him, which generally there are not.


In this situation, Pleasant Hill has stoutly tried to establish another tradition -- that of brotherhood and equality of treatment inherent in the Christian heritage.  The school laws of Tennessee prohibit the enrollment of Negro students in a white school, but they do not prohibit the use of school facilities for conference purposes during the summer when school is formally closed.  Last summer there were four conferences held on the Pleasant Hill campus, three of which had both white and Negro representatives.  The three conferences that were interracial were the A.M.A. Principals’ Conference, the Conference of Southern Churchmen, and the United Christian Youth Conference for the Southern Region.  It was during these summer conferences, at which a number of Pleasant Hill students lived and worked on the campus, that some of them had a new experience in interracial friendship and understanding.


During the course of the school year, there are occasions when Negro speakers come to the chapel services and stay to visit at the school.  In the heart of a region where traditional attitudes and high feelings on the race question prevail, we are leading one group of young people into a better type of thinking and experience.


Pleasant Hill offers this as our small contribution to the 100th anniversary of the American Missionary Association and the ongoing spirit of Christian fellowship.
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