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An Experiment in International Living

An experiment in international living in Pleasant Hill?  Yes.  In 1941 a two-month summer camp entitled the “Health Demonstration Group” was held at Pleasant Hill Academy, sponsored by The Experiment in International Living, Inc. based in Putney, VT.  This organization sponsored study and work camps to fight prejudice, to do constructive work, to study interesting subjects for fun and to enjoy the life and the people of another part of the country.  The camp director, Elizabeth Polk, an Italian instructor at Smith College, summed up the two-month experience as “pioneering that resulted in our learning firsthand about mountain education, health conditions, mining-town problems, government rehabilitation projects, and in the line of diversion, singing games and folk dances.”

The twelve college age girls who came to Pleasant Hill were led by a faculty of seven German refugees.  Donald Watt, director of The Experiment in International Living, wrote that the “privilege of knowing a number of highly educated people from abroad is very real, since they will have a lot to teach which the American will want to learn.”  One faculty person, Dr. Werner Solmitz and his wife, were hired by Pleasant Hill Academy principal Victor Obenhaus to be biology teachers as well as Academy physician and nurse.  They stayed on in Pleasant Hill for two years and Mr. Obenhaus remembered the emotional farewell chapel service when Dr. and Mrs. Solmitz left for Chicago.

The campers performed manual labor for half a day on the Academy grounds.  One project was to dig ditches for the foundation of the Ohio building, the new Academy gym.  The campers painted the water tower, peeled peaches, built stone steps for the Academy, and gathered cabbages for sauerkraut.  They assisted the county public health doctor and nurse on their rounds, led a nursery school on campus, helped with Bible school, worked at Uplands hospital and tuberculosis sanitarium and helped conduct surveys for the University of Tennessee Nutrition Research Center.  They also toured the area with a play about health education.  They visited TVA sites and heard talks from folks like the Reverend Eugene Smathers from Big Lick and met with folks from the Homesteads.  In the evenings they learned folk dancing, basket making and carving, serenaded Van Dyck and hospital patients, pulled taffy, took German lessons, picked blackberries, went to church services and revivals, explored Lost Creek cave, picnicked at Sunset Rock and had time for fun at Fall Creek Falls.

In History of Uplands this entry appears for 1941:  “An international party of campers at Pleasant Hill Academy is creating much interest.  Among them is Dr. Friedman, of Vienna, a teacher in child-psychology.  Dr. Friedman is helping Dr. Stewart in her mother and pre-school children’s work, doing a remarkable job, which the mothers greatly appreciate.  Dr. Friedman has been giving talks on applied psychology at Van Dyck, which have been very helpful.”


Pioneer Hall Museum has letters written by Marion Price, a student at Wheaton College in Norton, MA, who was a camper that summer.  Marion wrote to and received letters from her family, camp faculty, other campers and new friends in Pleasant Hill when camp was over.  Marion thought the Academy students were very friendly.  She liked their drawl and their sense of humor.  She discovered a great variety of insects and wished she could collect them.  She described the campus as very green, hilly and pretty.

We have several letters written to Marion by Johnnie Woodside, a friend she made while visiting patients at Van Dyck.  Johnnie lived in Crossville but spent 23 months as a tb patient at the sanitarium.  Johnnie’s letters describe living out on one of the upstairs porches but she felt lucky to have been in a ward when the temperature dropped to 16 below.  Johnnie had treatments once a week.  She said that she and two other girls “sure do have fun as well as blue days.”  Johnnie was very ill for five months in 1942 but she recovered and when she was discharged, she hated to leave.  She mentioned Dr. Hall, Dr. Stewart and Dr. Wharton, other patients and nurses.

Marion exchanged letters with other campers and a Pleasant Hill reunion was mentioned.  In one of fellow camper Jane Hayden’s letters to Marion, Jane mentioned Maynie Lewis, Iris Webb, one of the Rourke girls, Helen Chastain, Ray Swack, and Ginny Morton.  Jane had gone to New Haven, CT in March of 1942 when the Academy folk dancing team was there and had a joyful reunion with the dancers and Principal Obenhaus.  Victor Obenhaus wrote on a postcard to Marion that “the whole camp made a profound impression here.”


It is clear from these letters that the experience also made a profound impression on the campers.

_______

Sources: Iris Webb Glebe’s book Thy Loving Children Still for Dr. Obenhaus’s description of the farewell chapel service for Dr. and Mrs. Warner Solmitz (page 171); “How to Spend a Worthwhile Summer” by Elizabeth Polk, Smith College Alumnae Quarterly, February, 1942; and History of Uplands, 1920-1946.  Marion Price memorabilia are in the archives at Pioneer Hall Museum.
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