Benjamin Dodge’s Castles in the Air
How in the world did the Reverend Benjamin Dodge accomplish the establishment of Pleasant Hill Academy?  It is interesting to speculate, but more helpful to hear the answers in his own words and the words of a contemporary.

“I am more and more settled in the feeling that our dear Lord has given us the key to human hearts by feeding the hungry multitudes with loaves and fishes….I think I reached nearly a hundred families with garden seeds of many kinds this spring, also seed wheat….These seeds preach the Gospel and feed the multitudes living in these mountain cabins”  (The American Missionary,  the journal of the American Missionary Society, September 1885*).  These are Benjamin Dodge’s words as he describes the beginning of his ministry on the Cumberland Plateau.  He was busy feeding the multitudes with food not only for the body, but also for the mind and for the soul.
A few months later he wrote about the raising of the church and school building (The American Missionary, January 1886).  Then later that year (The American Missionary,  October 1886) he described the success of his first building project.
           Our new school house is a great attraction.  Fathers have come fifteen miles to get a room for their boys to stay where they can board themselves.  Four young men have come fifteen miles to the school and have engaged a cabin  A father of six children has just bought a lot and begun to build a small house for his family, and others are preparing to do the same.  I am constantly asked, ‘can we hire rooms for our children?’  A mother who has eight children came twelve miles last week to learn what she might do for their education.  Our school building is not yet plastered nor seated.  One hundred and sixty-five dollars would do it, and we are now waiting for this.  I have worked more than a year at this, and much with my own hands and at my own expense.  I have paid several bills out of my own pocket, for the work must not stop, and what am I do to?  I learn, only yesterday, that twenty-six young men are planning to come here this fall, and what am I to do with them, is the question.  I have fitted up at my own expense a double log house with four rooms where we can stow ten young men who will board themselves.  If now we only had the school house plastered.  Cannot you help us to do this?  Is it wrong to ask it?  I am preaching constantly and am eagerly welcomed where I go.  Pray for us. 
A. F. Beard, AMA Secretary, described Father Dodge’s work (The American Missionary,  May 1889) in these words.
           He saw things which were invisible.  He saw castles in the air….Brother Dodge got his grapples out and pulled down a church building from the heavens.  Well done; now surely he could rest from his labors and give himself and us [the American Missionary Association] time to breathe.  No; a visible church only stimulated his faith, it did not satisfy it….The result was the “Hall” for young men and for the teachers [Pioneer Hall].  Now we are in it and are glad….When “Brother Dodge” came, congratulations were in order over his Church, his School and his Hall, but he would have none of it.  He was seeing another building floating in the clouds, and could only talk of the invisible.  It will, however, soon be among things visible, for the missionary has his grapples out.  It is to be a Boarding Hall and Industrial Home for girls [Wheeler Hall] who will come into it and learn to live and to be.  “But, Pleasant Hill is not a town, it is not a village, it is only by courtesy a hamlet.  Where are your pupils?”  “The woods are full of them and they will come from near and far,” replies their young missionary of more than three score and ten years.  On Sunday, the church was filled; on Monday, the school was full; and our heart was full of thanksgiving….

These glowing words from his obituary sum up his efforts:  “Our good Father Dodge has gone home and our people feel it to be a loss.  He was a remarkable man.  Aside from his value as a Christian man and administrator he was an example as a successful farmer, handling the thin soil of our mountain as an expert.  He was good and did good.” (Congregational Library Archives)

----------------------------------------------------------
*The American Missionary, the journal of the American Missionary Association, is available online at http://digital.library.cornell.edu/a/amis/index.html.  The American Missionary Association founded Pleasant Hill Academy in 1884.  To read more first-hand accounts, choose a year (1878-1901, except for 1897) and an issue and then search that issue for Pleasant Hill to find other articles as well as records of money and goods sent to the Academy.
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