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ABSTRACT

A Study of DlgauSmyth
Director of High Valley School
1934 Graduate of Bank Street

L

by Deborah Stone

!

A study is made of the educator 0Olga émyth, 19734
graduate of Hank Street, examining her garticular styla
of working with ch{Idren, and what it is based on in
‘her history, education and personality., The continuiﬁy
of her work and the consistehcy of her approach is
shown, from her days at Bank Street through the makiTg
of Incitement to Reading (film by L.J. Stone shqwingl
her teaching first graders at the Foughkeepsie Day*
School in the 1950°s) to her work at her own school
with children whose emotionai and learning problems
make it impossible far them to succeed in a regular
school setting. The part she has played in the

personal and professional development of geneﬁations of

students is noted.



Olgas You know, one of the things I17d like you to think

about this morning-—— You see we’'ve made the room very
clean and have a lot of space and one reason for this
is that I want you to start thinking about...

EBirls Traffic.

Olga:zr «..where—-— about what?

Birly Tratfic.

Olgas Well, now, that’s a very good idea, aboot
traffic. It wasn™t the idea I had, but that’'s a very
good idea.

Girly Aboult cities?

Olgar Traffic and cities,

from first grade class discussion in the Yassar

College film Incitement to Reading.



INTRODUCTION

WHY AM T DOING THIS? It is a labor of love, certainly, to
describe this woman I have worked with for so long, and whose
way of thinking and working has so profoundly influenced mine.
But this is something more, based on my conviction that what
she does and has done should be known beyond the small world of
her own school because it has value beyond this world. I am
not thinking of proposing that we somehow create more [0lga
Smyths. That would be impossible and perhaps not really such a
good idea. What I want to try to do is give a picture of what
one person has done, what she is like, and what has happened in
her life, because I think that her story is an important part
of the history of education. I am glad to be doing this in the

context of my own studies at Bank Street, because my subject



studied at Bank Street herself fiflty years ago. Thus my sbory
is a part of Bank Street's own history as well as of Dliga™s and

el e,

WHO ARE WE? In the course of this paper, I will say a great
deal about who 0lga Smyth is. For now, it is enough to say
that she is the Director of High Valley, a small and very
special school for children with problems, that she is in b
seventies, and that she spent many years teaching at the
Foughkeepsie Day School, where Elizabeth Gilkeson was ke
director before she moved to Rank Street, and that it was
Elizabeth Bilkeson's memories of 0Olga’s work with her in the
forties that led to my advisor Gordon Elopf's suggesting that I

capture on paper just how Olga works.

As for myself, I am Assistant Director and teacher at High
Valley, I am in my forties, I have known 0lga since before |
was four vears old, when she was my teacher at the Foughkeepsie
Day School, and I am in the process of getting my Master’s

degree at Ranlk Street.

HOW DID WE DO THIS? During the fall and winter of 1983-4 I
conducted taped interviews (audio only) with Olga about her
life and work. I took copious notes as well as taping. The
interviews followed a chronological pattern, and reviewed

personal history as well as professional development. It is my



conviction that these two themes are completely interwoven in
everyonae's life story, and perhaps especially closely in Olga
Smyth"s. After a close review of the tapes and notes of the
firaelt seven interviews, I decided which topics needed expansion
and clarification from further interviews with 0lga. I also
arranged to speak with several other friends, relatives, former
students and cﬁlleagumﬁ {mostly ovérlapping categories) &0 4%
to broaden and deepen my understanding of Olga. I will guote
directly from the tapes, but [ am also attempting to draw the
picture myself and to analyze it from my own point of view.
This is not really Olga's self portrait, but I will try to make
it recognizable to her and to the other people who know and

worls with her.

WHAT IS5 MY FART?  Let me make my own part in this story as
clear as possible. 0Olga was my teacher at the Foughkeepsie Day
School in 1944, when I was four years old, and again when [ was
ten. She was my teacher for several summers at the Vassar
Summer Institute. I' went to her summer camp when I was nine
and ten as a camper. Then for many years I worked at the camp,
starting as a& junior counselor and proceeding to head
counselor, from the age of thirteen to the summer of my
twentieth birthday, when I ran a postseason camp session while

the Smylths were away.



I have known Olga almost all my life. I have experienced
Hitrrtly her unigue teaching style, while [ was young and
forming my own inner definltlon of teacher. Iohad worled for
her and under her direction for many years and from a very
parly age before I came Lo teach at her school in early 1566

atter the death of her hushand, Julian.

Our families were good friends. My parents were in some
ways more conventional than the Smyths, and yelt they trusted
them =so mach that they named them as the guardians of their
three children. For many years they worked together. My
mother joined the teaching staff of the Foughkeepsie Day S;hDDl
in 1949, eventually teaching fouwr yvear olds as Olga had once
done. My father taught at Vassar, and formed a'ﬁlﬂﬁﬁ worlksing
relationship with the Day School teachers who worked with his
Child Study students in their student teaching assignments.
Many of the movies he made about children were filmed at the

Day School., and showed the Smyths and my mother and other

teachers there as models.

In the late fifties and early sixties there were terrible
conflicts which racked the staff and tore apart the wonderful
school which had been formed in 1934, (Today there are three
schools which carry on the old Day School™s tracditions. The
one that bears its name resembles it least, but 0Dlga’s school--

High Valley—— and the Randolph School, which was started by a



group of dissident teachers, both have gquite a strong

Pl lfEmphical connection to the original.) During the Ltime of
conflict the Smybhs came uncer heavy attack.  Over CHe Years
they had done things which had enraged people. Some were good,

like working with lively children and slow learners and giving
them a chance to learn in a way they would not otherwise have
had. Some were bad, like leaving their boarding students to
wait for them after school at the Day School while they did
errands. The battles at the Day School supposedly concerned
educational issues. Experts were hrought in to observe and
comment. But personal attacks on the Smyths and other Leachers
caused such contortions and division thalt my father began to
wonder if the school was coming to the end of its natural life,
and if perhaps all experimental institutions haﬁ a finite
lifetime that could not be extended beyond about twenty-five
years wilthout risking this sort of agony and cruelty. My
parents were deeply involved in the controversies that marbked
the end of the old Day School, my mother as a partisan, my
father as an arbiter and counselor, and if she had nobt died in
1962, my mother most likely would have joined the group that

faormed the Randolph School.

When I came to teach at High Valley in 19468, after sone
vears that featuwred teaching nursery school, film editing,
marriage, motherhood, divorce, study of education at Vassar (my

undergraduate work at Radcliffe having been in Scandinavian

8



languages and literatuwre), and work in the Vassar film program,
I t=1lt as iF I were coming home. High Yalley was Lhe
enbodiment for me of the great tradition that had informed and
given purpose to the life’s work of the great teachers who had
been my heroes when I was growing up. I brought my sony, who
was fouwr, and he continued as a High Valley student through
ninth grade. I kEnew that although High Valley had even then
begun to specialize in serving children with severs school
problems, my son’s needs for challenging instruction ancd
intellectual stimulation would best be melt in High Valley's

humane atmosphere.

What I found at High Valley in 1248 is about what [ find.
there now: a small group of people with lively-differ@ncam Bt
a strong cooperative commitment providing a special kind of
education to about twenty voungsters, At the head of the
school, or the heart, I found Olga. Although she had been
recently widowed, and she was grieving, as we all were, for
Julian, she was the same person I had always known, running her
school the way she had run her summer camp and her groups at
the Day School and the Summer Institute. I got my assignment
at the school the way a former assistant of Dlga®s had noticed
people got their assignments at camp many years before. He had
said, "You know, Olga, you see what somebody does best and then
you tell them that's their job." I read aloud, in class and at

bedtime, I taught writing to nonreaders, I taught reading to

7



sager learners and to bored and frightened adolescents, |
Lalght mwakhy 1T taught knitting, 1 participated in the
discussion meetings that continue to form the lnstructional
core of the school. ~As the years have gone by, [ have also
become the computer progreamming ancd word processing instrocbor.
I do a lot of work with parents, with the people from Albhany
who overses ws and with the committeses from the school

districts that send ws their children.

Shortly atter my father died in 1975 I took my first
courses alt Bank Street. This was the souwrce of the approach to
teaching of the people I had known at the Vassar Summer
Institute and the Day School, this was where 0lga had studied
with Lucy Sprague Mitchell and Barbara Biber in‘the 19507 g, S
needed certification in Special Education because High Valley
was now a State—approved school providing public—-supported
education to the handicapped under Fublic lLaw 94-142. I was
determined to get this certification through taking courses
that would not violate the educational principles I had learnead
from my parents and the others who hacd taught me. I went, of
course, bo Bank Street, and T made up my own program of Special
Education courses along with a great many Counseling courses,
reasoning that in the kind of therapeutic milieu we try to
provide for ow children, counseling is what we are all doing,

even though we may not call it that.

10



Then, although High VYalley had been functioning well with
thres Gperial education certified teachers-- Olga, Dee
Rittenhouse (another former Day School teacher) and myself---
and although Olga had been running High Valley since 1%45, our
overssar from the Statw.Educatiun Department decreed that Olga,
since she was head of an approved school, needed certification
in administration. The certificaltion 6%Fice ruled thal her
certifications in teaching and special education, her Mastsr's
degrees and her thirty—five years as a school head did not
count, and she would have to Ltake the eighteen credits in
supervision and administration that lead to administrative
certification, although they would waive the ftield worlk

requirement.

Olga took several courses at Bank Street, but it did seem
strange to be going for that certification at the age of
seventy. She got to see her old friend and colleague,
Elizabeth Gilkeson, she took a fascinating cowrse on adult
development with Gordon Elopf, and we had a wonderful visit at
High Valley from Lucy Burrows and Nona Weekes. Delightful as
all the renewed contact with Bank Street was for Olga, we did
eventual ly decidé that it made more sense for me, who had been
circling around a Master®s degree for years, to become the MHigh

Valley administrator with certification.

11



I matriculated at Bank Street in Supervision and
ABdministration, with Gordon Flopf as my advisor. He passed on
o me Elizabeth Gilkeson®s suggestion thet I do anm oral historery

of Olga and the continuities I see in her work over bthe vears.

I have found this project to be tremendously helptful to my
development as an educator and as a peErson. It has provided a
focus for my own recollections as & privileged observer of a
kind of experimental education which has almost disappeared.

It has enhanced and deepened my understanding of 0lga Smyth,

one af my first teachers, and still my Lteacher now.



DESCRIFTION

Olga Smyth is a small, vital woman in her early seventies
with beautifully sharp, clear features. Her hands are graceful
and nicely shaped, unmarked by the arthritis that has stiffened
her hips and cuwrtailed her movement in the last five or ten
years. The long, straight, dark hair @I remember always losing
Rairpins has twned gray and been cut short—— a little silver
cap worn close to her head. 0Olga used to dance, and still
holds herself nearly erect and moves gracefully, as if her body
were responding more freely than it really is. Olga’s voice
and speech are striking. Her intensity. love of language and
sanse of drama are reflected in the way she uses words. Her
elegant pronunciation also seems to echo the British teachers
af her West Indian childhood. Her sense of humor can be heard

in her laughter and her voice.

Olga is a person whose tremendous personal power 1S
evident in the way people group themselves around her. Her
position at the center of her world is as easy Lo see as the

queen bee’s in a busy hive.

Although Olga loves to travel, she is most at home in the
world she has made for herself, at High Valley, her own school

at her home in rural Dutchess County, New Yorlk. It is in this



context that we can see her mosh clearlv, since she has shaped
it to her own comfort. Olga has told me about & conversation
with a pesychiatrist whose stepchildren boarded at High Valley
about thirty-five vears ago. "IEhel was very ford of us and
thought we did an excellent job and one time asked us how coms
we got into this work with these kids. And I think our answer
was, “Well, you see, we wanted to live in the country and this
geamad like the only way we could afford to live in the kind of
place we wanted in the countrv.” And she said, "No wondsr you
do such a good job. I"m so glad vou had that kind of a reason
because if you had said vou'd done it in order to do good for
the kids of the world, yvou would not be doing such a good Jjob.’

I think that’s probably true.'

High Valley is a school for about twenty youngsters. Half
of them are five-day boarders, the other half are day students,
They come to High Valley hecause with their emotional and
l@arning problems they need some kind of special program notb
available to them in their home districts. At High Valley they
find a school that is like none they ever heard of before.
Since most of them have had discouwraging failures at the obher
schools they have been to, High Valley™s unigueness may signal
to them from the start that they have a hopeful chance here
where it all seems so different. (There is also a new, growing
nursery school for Dutchess County children with special

needs. )

14



One of the reasons HMigh Valley does not look like a school
iw that Olga herself does not think of High Valley as just a
school .  Some years ago, when somsone told her that a friend's

five-year—-old son was having troubkle in kindergarten, she said,

"He showldn®t have to gé to school! Why dossn™t she send him
here?!"
The atmosphere at High Valley is informal. Feople dress

casually, so they can be comfortable and ready for any messy
worlk that may have to be done. All the teachers are addressed
by their first names. The boarding students sleep in Olga's
home, a two-hundred-year-old farmhouse with a few modern
additions. Classes are in an old barn which has had the stalls
and hay press ripped out and carpeting and insulation put ir.

Evervone spends a lot of time outdoors.

The atmosphere is informal, but that does not mean there
is no structure. The structwe is not rigicdy it is organic and
flexible, providing the kind of strength and reassurance the

children need.

Olga has ten full-time teachers and assistants working at
the school, three of them at the new High Valley nursery
school. The fouwr of us who live with her at High Valley really
worl: more than full time, being on deck from early morning
until bedtime, but no one works a longer day than 0Olga herself.

The ten of us range in age from twenty-one to sixty-five,



Almost half of us have been at the school for more than ten
vearss: more than half of us were taught by Olga as childeren or

taught with her at the Day School. Half of us have children

who were taught by her.

This kind of loyalty is fostered partly by 0lga’s
expectation that people at the school will pursue theilr own
interests. Students who have never thought of themselves as
capable learners are transformed when they are encouraged Lo do
what they are good at, and to think about what interests them.
In the same way, teachers feel honored to have their
independent pursuits respected. They are protected from some
of the "burnout" problems that afflict so many people worlking
in special education by the chance to be passionately involved

with all that engages them most.

The little world of High Valley forms a closeknit
community that is very like an extended family. We are bound
together in an unsentimental way, however, with no one feeling
pushed to be nice or to love the others. 0Olga sets the tone

for this in the way she interacts with the students.

0laga does not extend herself for a child until the
relationship is made. B8he does not woo children or court them
with special treatment or comforting warmth. Rather, she

attracts them to her with the magnetism of her great interest

1&



in the world, the intensity of her appreciation of lite, her

apnge of fun, her deamatic flair.  She exists as a force which

children can react to. They can resist or fight against her
without guilt or ally bhemselves with her and thus acquire a

certain strength by associabtion.

Once a relationship is esstablished, Olga’s influence is
very powertul . She can be extremely generous, bult this is only
on her own impulse and in her control. Mostly what she gives
children is a bracing, noncushioning assumption that they can

tend themselves. However, she is entirely nonjudgmental when
a child in some way shows that he cannot overcome his

atcustomed limitations.

When Teddy looks up from the floor where he is lying with
his book and asks to read to the whole group at morning
meeting, 0lga gives him permission matter—of-factly, with no
punitive, shaming reference to his infantile refusal Jjust five
minutes before to stop kicking the people sitting behind him.
While that emergency was going on, Olga reacted wholeheartedly
to settle the problem. But now that is over, really over, with

no recriminations.
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The following chronelogy lists some of the important events in
Mitda' s life.

LI

1925

1933

1933-19323

19351941

1941

1945

1960

1968

Chronology

born in Margearita, Yenezusla
early life and schooling in Trinidad

move to the States
B.A. Economics, Mbt., Holyoks

Banl Strest studies
with Lucy Sprague Mitchell, Barbara Biber and
others
placed at Woodward School % Littles Fed
Schoolhouse

Teaching at the Hamilton School with Taja and
Ranger Hamilton

let summer at Vassar Summer Institule with
Elizabeth Gilkeson, leading to teaching at
Foughkeepsis Day School {(wilth husband, Julian,
who had been working on Wall S5t.)

Aoquisition of High Valley in the country.
Boarding children for FDE.
Summer camp.

High Valley shifts from being the boarding adjunct
aof the Day School to self contained school for
children with problems.

Death of Julian.
Arrival at High Valley of myself and athers who
malke the continuwing core of stafft now,
Olga’™s assumption of full leadership.

18



BEGINNIMGES

When I began to interview Olga, she asked whether [ would
be inguiring just about her professional btraining, and 1
replied that because I ﬁaﬁ interested in what led her to her
particular approach to teaching, I wanted to know about more
than that. I told her that I thought the way she worked with
children was as much an expression of her personality and
character as it was a carrying out of some kind of technique or
philosophy or approach learned in school. I thought that where
she came from and what her growing up was like were juslt as

important.

Olga de Quintero was born on the Yenezuelan island of
Margarita in 1913. Bhe lived with her mother and her two
brothers, one older, one younger, in Trinidad until they moved
to the United States in 1925. 0Olga had always thought that her
mother decided to move so that all three of her children could
have better educational opportunities, but her younger brother,
in whom their mother confided. has told both 0Olga and me most
emphatically that the move was made for Olga’s sake, because

she was the best student of the family.



Olga was accustomed to being at the head of her classes,
whether in Trinidad, where her teachers were Scobttish ouns, o
in the States, where she went first to a Catholic boseding
school in Tarrytown and then to public junicor hiagb and high

school in Jackson Heights.

SECURITY AND INDEPENDENCE

Olga®s mother never becams fluent in English, which
contributed to Olga®s tremendous feeling of independence.

When I asked 0Olga where her interest in natural science
and the outdoors came from, her answer seemed to have as much
to do with the theme of independence as it did with the origins
of her interest in nature.

O: My mother liked to garden and we always had really a
gquite beautiful garden. I remember my grandmother.
I'm really quite impressed by my grandmother, Lmy
mother’ sl mother, who lived at one time in a little
house nolt far from where we were living....The people
who lived with her were her daughters and a lot of
servants, and they were always fussing at her bhecause
she’d gotten away from them again. They'd told her to
stay in bed but she’d gotten up to walter the plants.
And I remember being quite intrigued with this little
old lady who was always out showing them that she was

going out to water the plants.



Ulga’s tEpling of independence seems to be based partlv on
a kind of optimism, a secuwe sense that she would be taken care
of.  Some of her experience in early childhood might ordinarily
be esxpected to resualt in great insecurity. Mexr parenbs wers
separated when she was an infant, and she saw ber father only
twice, when she was five and when she was eighteen. Yelt she
described it to me this way:
We always knew that he was there supporting us because
obviously my mother wasn*t malking any money and we
lived reasonably well and the money always came. TE
came from Qene:uela ore way o another....LIlt's not a
long way and there are hoats back and forth all the
time. I do remember the people who haﬁ COME OVEr on
the boat would stop in to see my mother and give her
little canvas bags with Lgoldl] coins in them. ... G0
until I married Julian, my father was always there in
the background obviously supporting the family,
somehow.  So I guess that kind of thing always gave me
the ftesling of really not having to worry. Not having
to worry about money or who's supporting you or
anything of that sort....Whenever we needed anything it

was always there. His support was always there.



Dlga has told me that when she compares herself to other
successful professional women of her generation, it seems to
Frar ffhat Ehey Mave mnueh more complicated feelings abouwt their
fathers. She felt neither rejected by her father nor as though
the success she had was due to him.  She did nobt have to
compete with him for her mother®s attention. She and her
mother were nob in competition for her father’s attention,
elther. Her father was just always off in the background

somawhere, doing exciting things.

Diga is very sure of herself in most situations. Her air
of certainty is reasswing to children-- and many oldear
people-— and is an important factor in her success in working
with even very aggressive or hostile 5tudent5u. When she looks
back many years to when she was a child, she describes a
sturdy, independent girl. When she was twelve years old, and
Mad just moved to the States from Trinidad, she remembers:

[ wsort of had a thing I was doing, starting in at
Inwood Fark and walking all the way through Manhattan
in all the parks. I think it was taking me a whole
SUMMEr .« » » | guess I was exploring all over the
place....] did take that trip Lonl the trolley car, I
must have taken it right there at 125th Street. I just
remember going from trolley car to trolley car and
ending up I think in Foughkeepsie, or maybe it was near
Foughkeepsie. And then going back down. I guess 1t

bl
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took a day...Bul it was very exciting going from
little town to little town-— of couwse they were all
little towns, you kEnow-- and maybe long stretohes of

countryside in betwesn.

When she was sixteen, a senior in high school, she was
apparently pretty much on her own in deciding aboult where to go
to college. "My mother of course was not terribly fluent in
English, so I remember doing all the arrangements for college,
the interviews." UOlga had decided on Maunf Holvyoke, which was
the school of her high school economics teacher. She
remembers, "At some point when I was choosing colleges, my
uncle, my father's brother, was in New York and was staving
with us...and he said, “0Ff couwrse you will go té Vassars: thalb’s
the greatest women’s college in this country,” and I looked at
him and [ said, "What! I'm going to Mount Holyoke.™ And I
remembher not saying it, but thinking, "Who are you to tell me

what college I'm going to go to?”

DEMIAL

Denial seems to have played an important part in Olga’s
story. Just as she ignores what she doesn’t want to hear and
makes up her own mind what to do (like going to Mount Holyoke
even though her uncle told her to go to Vassar) she also

ignores negative implications in her experience and denies

e
i



Lheir powsr over her. This trait can be enraging or insplring
to others, depending on their relationship to the outcome of
her actions. To 0lga herselt this way of dealing with life’s
ohstacles seems Lo have functioned like a magic charm and &
souwrce of great powear.

An int@rﬂﬁting example of this occuwrred when Dlgs was
talking about her father’s support of the family and then wer
on to remember her wedding present from him.

O: When he heard that I was going to get married he
said he would send me a wedding present....Guano [bat
dungl was at that time very, very valuable and he was
in the guano business. A boat filled with guano was to
leave Peru and arrive in New York harbor to be sold by
the captain and I was to get the proceeds of it. Now
that would have been thousands of dollars. That’s the
only time that what he sent never turned up. Whoever
the guy was he sent with the guano, took off with it,
s0 we never got bthat wedding present. I never fussed
about it muech, either. It didn*t at that point seem as
if I needed any particular money. I had gracduated ¥rom
college and I was going to Bank Street and I knew I--
Julian had a job and I knew 1I'd be able to get a job

myself once I decided I wanted to....

D: That’s an interestingly optimistic, cheerful

attitude——



0 Well, particularly when you think that was 1934,

Olga simply ignores the possibility that her fabhee could
have made up this loss to her in some way 1f indee=d he was in

the lucrative guano business.

Another example of her wse of denial to maintain her powse
in the face of limitation or humiliation is her reaction to her
experience of looking for work in 1933, after graduation.

O: Then because I had had all this fancy training in
economics and came from a fine women’'s college I simply
thought I was going to step into a good., exciting,
high=-paying Jjob down in the financial district. Py
family was from South America and the coffee trade was
a very exciting trade and Julian was working in the
coffes department at W.R.Grace and Company, so it
seemed perfectly natural and normal for me to look for
a job in the coffes importing houses. And I bhad some
lovely interviews and I think in the sixth or eighth
interview it ocowred to me-— it sometimes took me a
long time to understand things—-— it occurred to me thal
in the depth of the Depression in a business where
there were no women, I didn®t have a chance of getting

a job in that profession. It seems to me one of the

iJ
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interviewers who was really being very nice said
something about not just that Lhere weren™t anyv iohe
but that there certainly weren™t going to be any Jjobs
for a waoman in this field-- mavbhe soms day. And I sort
of looked at him and said, "Well, of course there are
going to be jobs for womern. There's no question of
it."  Anyway, time went on and I certainly didn’t have
any feelings that I was being discriminated against as
A WOMAn. I just thoughf the whole thing was amusing.
Imagine! They didn’t know aboul hiring good,
intelligent women who were gradustes of Mount Holyoke.
Anyway, it didn”t look as though I was going to get a

Jjob.

Very recently, 0lga established a nursery school at High
Valley for Dutchess County children with special needs.
Freviously a great many children were going unserved, and the
few who were served had to go to school in another county
across the river and soubth of us, gquite a distance for little
ones to travel. At the time Olga and Dee were exploring the
idea, the local authorities told them that there was no need
for another program, and that anyway there was going to be &
program sponsored by another local agency that did not even
have enough children signed up, so the High Valley nursery

would not be a good idea. Dee recalls, "I would have given up,



but Olga just ignored them and said, "Well, yes, we're just
going to have a couple of children.™" Eventually the nursery
school grew and became established, and now the same people who
said not to start the school are begging High Valley to expand

the program and accept more children.

DISCOVERY OF BANE STREET
Olga's discovery of Bank Street proceeded from her
insouciance in the face of her rejection by the coftee traders,
and her acceptance into Bank Strest followed an unmatched
display of denial-as—magic-wand.
(NH I was dating Julian and Julian’s sister had a
friend, Camille....In fact, she lived right near them
in Mount Vernon. Anyway, so I met her.at some party
either at Sylvia’'s [Julian’s sisterl or at somebody’s
house and I talked with her all evening and all evening
she talked with great fun and excitement about what she
was doing. What she was doing was going to Bank
Btreet. And she talked about Mrs. Mitchell, and her
excitement was so contagiows that I said, "0Oh, she’s
the only person ["ve met since I got out of college
that™s really having a wonderful time. [7d better go
find out what this is all about." 8So Camille took me
down and introduced me to Mrs. Mitchell, and it was
already about November and Mrs. Mitchell said,

"Certainly not. We're not going to accept anybody in



the middle of the year." It had already started. (el
@0 {1 pent to see Mrs. Mitchell again and said, "1+°«=
really not the middle of the year, it's just Lhe
beginning of the year. The yvear’™s simply Jjust started
and you're-— At any rate, here [ am, esager and ansious
to come to yvow school and learn all about it, and why
don®t you take me?"  And she demurred again and said
she’d think about it, and I went to see her again and
then I think she said something about, "Well, I really
think you want to come here, so we’'ll take you." So I
ended up coming. I don*t think it was too late in the
vear, but anyway, things had already gotten started and
I found it just as exciting as Camille had intimated to

me that it was going to be.
The magic charm had worked for her again., The third tims
she asked, she got her wish.
SCHOOL. FUN
School was always fun for 0lga, from the time she went to
canvent school in Trinidad throwgh junior high and high school

in the States, college, Bank Street, and graduate work at

Vassar .
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D: The little school [ went to in the West Indiss was
# tittle Catholic convent school and many of bhe
teachers-— bthey werea all maswy BF coueas== Blbb migny @1
them were Scottish and English, well-educated women who
really made teaching very exciting....lt was fun and
the teachers made it fun. And I can remember at least
two whb were very Scottish, and they were very
fair-skinned and were speaking English with a slight
Scottish burr, but they were intrigued by being in the
West Indies and teaching us. You coold tell they ware
hecause they enjoyed it. They enjoyed being with the
kids and I remember enjoying being in the classrooms
and being with them. So it was probably a kind of

didactic teaching, but it was {fun.

And then at the Catholic school I went to in Tarrytown,
I remember the face of the Mother that taught ws, and I
remembetr her-Face as being one that was always smiling
and interesting and interested, and there again, that

was funa.

Now the vear thalt I was in the Annex (Junior high in
Cueens) was probably the least exciting of any. but 1
was a good student , so I was having a good time there.
Then when I got to high school, there was this woman

who taught economics who was a very exciting teacher,
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and two others, both English teachers, that ssemed to

me to be excellent English teachers. Anyway, we did a

lot of weiting and talking and reading of stories and

comparing things in English class, bult also I remamber

its being fun.  Except for that one vear at bhe Annex,

I think all the education I've ever had was an
experience with excellent teachers. Funny, all

teachers [ remember are women.

COLLEGE YEARS.

At Mount Holyoke, school kept right on being fun.
looks back on her college days as a time of tremendous
excitement. She was no longer at the top of hef class,
was interested in everybthing.

O: I had an awfully good time in college. Roth
socially and academically it was opening up all
of areas....All kinds of things got started for

interest in dramatics and a continuing interest

the

Olga

but she

sorta

me==  an

in the

classics, and lLatin, and Roman history, certainly a

wide variety of all kinds of gocionlogical and economic
theory....LAllong with all this [ was having a very
good time otherwise. I had a lot of friends,
both...men and women....LI] spent a lot of time heing
outdoors. ....50 my college career wouldn®t particularly
impel me towards working with kids—— I can®t really see

my college background as being part of my professional



development—— but it certainly was full of the
evcitement of learning of all kinds...D remember
spending long houwrs in the library and enjoying what [
was doing. I can®t remember ever fesling that college
was dull....I took a freshman course in botany and I
was so poor as a scientist-- thal was one at the
courses I really didn®t do well in-— but [ loved

it!. ..l mever have done very well with the things that
require specific, precise work...Cbutl I kept right on

with being interested.

In senior year, Dlga met Julian Smyth, whose sister Gylvia
was also a Mount Holyoke senior. He came up to see her every
weekand after they met and came to her graduati%n in June.  The
next year, 1934, they were married. That was also the yvear she

went to Bank Streel.

TNEW YORE DAYS

Ofter her chance introduction to the idea of working in
pducation, 0lga plunged right in with her usual energy anl
curiosity. She describes those yvears in New York, when she
came into her own professionally, as & time of great

excitement.



D: Partly because of some of the students I met Lat
Banmk &Streetl, but partly because of some of the other
people I was meeting in Mew York, we weare very mach
interested in the whole liberal, leftwing political
scene which waﬁivery active at that point...land
everyonel was involwved in this kind of leftwing
political activilty, so Julian and I spent a lobt of time
when I wasn’t working at Bank Street or going Lo
meetings at Banlk Street going to political
meetings....All one’s social and professional life were
part of the same picture. These were Lhe people you
saw afber school and had dinner with or went to the
theater with or did things with on the weekend. There
wasn"t a separation between yvouwr professional
involvement and your social involvement. And I seem to
feel thalt this has always been so for me.  And just to
go ahead a little bit, when I started at the Day
Srhool, it certainly was absolutely true that that was
g exciting and involving that the people we saw on the
wezkends were mostly the people we worked with duwing

the week. So that went right on.

BANE STREET.
Studying at BHank Street and doing her student teaching
gstarted 0Olga on a new way of thinking and making sense of the

world, and she remembers it wvividly.



0: Rarbara Biber's classes Lwerael the heighlt of
evcitement, and a brand new type of learning I had not
besn exposed to in college. A lot more cdiscussion,
certainly. The discussions were also very exoilting
CIES . It was a small group and they were all-— You
Enow Bank Street students: they were all bright and
alert and active, and I imagine like the discussions
you have with your group at Bank Streel right now, very

exciting and full of all kinds of concerns for kids.

We have seen that 0lga had a wonderful self-confidence
that had allowed her to enjoy her college sclience Ccowrses @ven
though she had not done well in them, That same self esteem
allowed her to accept criticism in what was to become the area
of one of her most outstanding skille as a teaﬁher” laading
discussions. We see that she is already intrigued by being a
member of a discussion group led by Barbara Riber at BRank
Street. Later, she made good use of Lucy Sprague Mitchell’™s
critigque of her work as a student teacher.

O: At some point duwing the year, Mrs. Mitchell, who
supervised a lot of the students—— I guess she
supervised all of the students-— anyway, at some point
she came to watch me lead a discussion group, which I
enjoyed doing very much. And I remember at the end of
it her comments when she showed me how [ could have

gone on in different directions or made the discussion
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more thoroughly thorough or more alive or more-—— like
Oneg we her discussions. I remember feeling taken aback
a little bit becauwse I thought I7d dore a wonderful
Joh. And I was very suwprised it had not been all that
wonderful in Luéy“s mind., Hut it certainly made me

want to learn to do good discussions with kids,

D: Did you accept her judgment on that, or—-—

Olgar Oh, definitely. I was just so suwrprised thalt she
had these comments to make as to where [ had not done
terribly well. What the feeling was was that I had let
things drop too fast, it was-— 1 can®t remember what
the discussion was aboubt—— I could have gone on and on
with some more points and that would have besn more

fruitful for the kids.

Olga describes her course of study and the way the program
was set up at Bank Street.

I was a student teacher. It was the next year that I
was a student teacher at the Little Red Schoolhouse,
but this vear I was a student teacher alt the Woodward
School in Brooklyn, in the first grade with a very fine
teacher who was pregnant. The school was certainly for
upper-middle class Brooklyn kids, with a very

old-fashioned saort of director. For staff meetings we



would meelt in her office with a lace tablecloth on the
tabhle and silver tea service and coffee service.. .
I remember being amused, but liking i, It was a nice,
friendly school, and it was fun with the kids, and
certainly the weekends we had weekend meetings at Hank
Street. I guess we met Thursday evening. Friday
@vening and Satwday mornings--— that’s about the same
thing they do now, I think-- and the student teaching

days were fouwr and a half days a weelk.

In the whole [Bank Streetl] class there were about
fifteen or sixteen students and the placements were at
The Woodward Schoel, The Little Red Schoolhouse, City
and Countery School, and the Bank StFEEt'NuFEEFY School .
It was really kind of a small group and people got to
know each other very well. It was really a very

friendly gQroup.

It was only a one-year program, [Chutl I stayed for two
VEArtG. ..« I had just gotten married and Elizabeth Healy
Ross, who was my advisor at Bank Streelt that year, she
and I agreed that it might be nice, since 1 could take
the time off, not to go looking for a job at that point
but to come back to Bank Street and work that second

year. It made sense to me to do that. Also my mother

was very sick. 8he died that fall. and I had to spend



a lot of time with her, taking care of her, and so
forth. So that was another reason for not taking = dnh
that ftall. That was the reason I took two years at
Bank Streset....f6nd it was 1924 and I guess there
weren®t any dobs.  And Barbara Biber had said something
about if I stayed for the second vear...l could work on
a special project with her on children®s language, and
that would be the equivalent of a master’s degree worlk,
although they weren®t granting master’s degrees. Lulb
in both ow minds it was the equivalent of a master’s
degree. 5o that was the second vear that [ worked. g

was sort of doing research on children®s language.

LITTLE RED

Olga’s next student teaching assignment was abt the Little
Red Schoolhouse.

O: 1T was placed at The Little Red Schoolhouse for the
whole vear in the first grade, and for a good part of
the year the lteacher was sichk. I can™t remember
whether that was Spring or Fall, but anyway she was
sick, so during the time she was out I was in charge of
the whole group. It was a group of twenty or
twenty—~four very active, very bright, New York City
kids, children of very exciting people, dancers and

artists and college professors and so forth, so that it

RY.)



was a very exciting group to work with. The school was
a Werderful place to worlk, Mabel Hawkins was certainly
a magnificent teacher to be associated with and so bhatb
also was & wonderful ywar"=n=Th@ srhool was small
enough so you knew a lot of people. Flizabeth Trwin
WA Emmebmdy I could go and talk to and meet with. And
during the time I was in charge of the first grade,
when Mabel was sick, and Elizabeth would keep very
close track of what I was doing, it was very helpful

and she would come up with some very good suggestions.

Everybody in the school was [supportivel to a student
teacher substituting for one of their teachers, because
they really had highly experienced teachers because
their groups were not easy. They'd been trying to show
that vou could do progressive education within the
limitations of a public school setting. Though their
groups were larger than either Bank Street or City and
Country, they were not really as large as the public
school system because their kids were very hyperactive,
creative kids.  So that they were not easy groups at
all to teach. You really had to be on top of
everything. And I remember a lot of us said that when
you taught at the Little Red Schoolhouse you real ly
just went home, had dinner and went to bed, you were so
tired at the end of the day. But I did hear olther

—

X



teachers at City and Country and Bank SBtreet say the
same thing, so |1 guess it is—— everybody must gelt very

tired., ...

Instead of having a lot of different placemsnts which
many of the other students were having, for some reason
or obther—-— mavhe it s because [ was being very helpful
at The Little Red SBchoolhouse-— they kept me there for
the whole yvear. So I was Mabel Hawkins” assistant for
the whole year, including June camp. In those days The
Little Red Schoolhouse used to do this every Juna.

They just had the school out and we went off to Camp
Woodland, L[whichl was run by Norman Studer who at that

time used to teach at The Little Fed Schoolhouse.

I might as well tell you one of my clear and favorite
memories of Elizabeth Irwin. I guess it was while I
was in charge of the first grade when Mabel was sick.
LA special favorite of minel, Michel was being
ohstreporous and so he had to go down and spend the
morning with Elizabeth in her office. S0 when it came
time for me to go get Michel from Elizabeth’™s office I
walked into the office and there was Elizabeth on all
fours crawling underneath the desk where Michel was
hiding way in a deep recess of the desk and Elizabeth

was trying to get him out. I Just remember that I



wal ked in and got down on my hands and knees and said,
"Come on, Michel, it's time to go somewhere else," and
he crawled right out and came with me. I think ay
stock in Elizabeth Irwin®s mind went right up. She was
Fed in the face and here she had tried to cajole him,
entreat him, entice him out and he wouldn™t come out.

I mean he was such a devil.

Olga is amused and rather proud to remember ancother sort
of connection she had with Elizabeth Irwin, who was the

adoptive mother of Olga’s friend, June Westwood.

(0: Well, Elizabeth Irwin had adopted apparently a
series éf generations of kids, and June.was one of bhe
early ones, and she was about my age and was a student
at Bank Street and she and I had gotten to be good
friends. She was named for a friend of Elizabeth™s who
was named Elizabeth Westwood, and so June was named
Elizabeth Westwood, Junior, and the other kids would
call her June. And so through her 1 got to bnow
Elizabeth Irwin in a more {friendly, social fashion and
used to go to dinner at Elizabeth’™s, who was then
living with Catherine Anthony (the daughter of Susan
Anthony), who wrote some historical novels that seemed
to be mostly about famous women, like Catherine of

Russia, Elizabeth I of England, and people like



that....Anyway, Elizabeth and Catherine had adopted a new sel
of babies, so they each had a baby....50 those two little
babies were sort of socializing with each other. I guess they
had someone looking atter them....Anyway, one evening at dinner
Elizabeth and Catherine looked at each other and said, "Well,
let™s ask her." BSo Elizabeth said would I consider a job of
taking care of the babies, "Because the babies are just about
getting to the language development stage and you speal such a
nice kind of English that we think it would be good for the
babies to have the learning experience with you." Well, I
thought it was very nice but at that point I can®t remember if
I was teaching alt The Little Red Schoolhouse or really looking
for a more grown up kind of a job. Anyway, I thought it was

very nice but I didn"t accept it.

THE HAMILTON SCHOOL..

Dlga’s first job after leaving Bank Street was at the
Hamilton School. Her stay there, from 1235 to 1941, was
important in forming and crystallizing some of her attitudes
and her style of teaching and working with children and
colleagues.

Olga: The Hamilton School was started by Taja and
Ranger Hamilton....l think I got the interview because
they called Bank Street, looking for a teacher, and
there I was. They wanted a teacher for the first

grade, and there I was, a very experienced first grade
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teacher.... They had a very tiny nursery school in the
Heckscher building on Fifth Avenus. The Heckscher
building had been built by August Heckscher as a kind
af a big community center, and a lot of floors in the
building were béimg waed for groups of one kind o
another, youth groups, parent’s groups, and so forth,
and the Hamiltons had rented one half of a floor, which
gave them a very nice apartment and beautiful big
classrooms. Mr. Heckscher had spared no money in
equipping this building. I remember one of the
standout things aboult it was the windows were made out
of a kind of glass th;t allowed the-- whatever it ig--—
the rays of the sun to come through that got filtered
out by most ordinary glass....Anyway, it WES VEY
special glass and it was probably the most comfortable
and well-equipped classroom I have ever taught in-—-—
beautiful floors, windows, desks and so forth.  The
Mamiltons...had had a lot of different kinds of
ENPEINLENCES. M. Hamilton was already in his fifties
(his wite was about thirty) and they Jjust wanted to do
a very exceptional nursery school thal was privately
Fun, and in order to really have enough money to have
an exceptional school., they went after the people with
money. 8So they had a collection of the old families of
New York City-- that is, that generation of the old

families of New York City, with their kids—— and they
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ware all people who not only had a lot of money, but
really remarkable backgrounds, and a lot of them weres
involved in all kinds of service things around the
Cityewwo It was a very exciting echool and the parents
were all helpful, dedicated people, and when the school
na@ded_mmney they would pitch in and gaet theater
tickets or run a dinner party or something....fs I say
thisg 1 remember that my starting salary was sixty
dollars a month, but in 1935, sixty dollars a month,
well, most of my friends said I was lucky to have
gotten a Jjob, since nobody was hiring anyhbody. But:
there were, in those days, lots of these small,
experimental schools starting up that didn’t have much
money, hut had a lot of exciting, fun-—. Thare was
Manumet, and then there was one in Fort Washington—— 1
visited all these schools looking for jobs-— and there
was one at Croton, all of them having exciting people
in the arts on the boards and starting the things....l
remember June, my good friend, took a Jjob upstate...in
a residential school, and her salary was about the same
as mine....lY¥lears later...I found cout that Martha [a
woman who later worked at High Valleyl had been working
in some school in Hastings-—on—-Hudson, & school that had
bheen started by all the leftwing labor people for their
kids. There were lots of these very liberal,

progressive schools being started.



S@y there I was at the Hamilton Schoel. and this is
where | had such a good time in first grade, and
Carolyn Zachary, whose kid was in my group,...decided
Tesewas a very good teacher, but I didn®t know how to
teach reading, so she thought I ought to have the
training with the Orton-Gillingham system and I used to
spend one afternoon a week working with cne of thosa
peoplea. That s when I decided that that really was not
my way af teaching reading anyway, or if it was a good
system then it needed something else to go with it to
make it more-— so it would be more fun. It seemed to
me it took the excitement out of learning to read.
This is interesting because Carolyn Zacﬁary im the one
who was talking to us about love and warmth and said,
"My five-year—old son, who loves his truck, gave 1t to
me to sleep with last night.”
(Twenty years later (Olga would be regarded as such an
expert in the teaching of reading that a movie would be made atb

Vassar just to show her melthod of teaching children to read.)

D: I remember hearing from yvou that [The Hamilton

Schooll was a wonderful school and that probably



working therse had & lot to do wilth shaping yvouwr

attitudes.

Q: Well...after Mount Holyoke, which had been very
academic and iﬁﬁellECtualg anc then aftter Bank Street,
which had been also very intellectual and creative and
exciting, the emphasis at the Hamilton School was on
the emotional side of the children and teachers. It
gseemed to me-— I was at age twenty-three or so, that
this was the first time I had hit thalt emphasis so
strongly, although it seems to me Barbara Biber and
Lucy Sprague Mitchell must have had that kind of
emphasis too in their teaching. But somehow abt the
Hamilton School it was more real. It Qaﬁ moire
gomething you talked about all the time in staff
meetings, it was something you were thinking about all
the time. They had worked with A.5. Neill, and a lot
of their emphasis, which got across to all of us, was
this attitude about feelings. It seemed to me to be
Just a kind of new dimension to bring to teaching. In
addition to that, Taja Hamilton was an extraordinary
person in working with both kids and Ladultsl., He had
a great sense of fun, a great sense of enjoyment aof
working with kids, and to hell with the achievement and
the marks and the exams and grades and systems. It was

actually very difficult working with him in the first
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vear, bhecause I would get the kids all set to do
something in writing or reading or so forth and he
would wander in and say, "I am going off to play in the
park, is anybody going to come with me?" And all the
kids would just follow him out of the room with me at
the end of them and we’d all go play in the parlk and I
vsed to be a little upset that he had upset my teaching
schedule so much, but it didn”t take me that long tao
realize that that was perfectly okay to go ahead and
let-—  You know, the kids were getting as much out of
wandering around the park as they were by having the
classroom. Certainly it was a very supportive group of
parents and they really loved Taja and Ranger so much

that whatever they did was okay.

Olga sometimes plucks children out of their classroom in
that way at High Valley, so it apparently struck a kindred

spark in her when Taja did that.

O: Anyhow, I stayed at the Hamilton School for a long
time. We went up eventually to the third grade, and I
did the first and second grade and eventually we moved
from the Meckscher Building...to 82Znd Street, where we
Mad our own building and there again the Hamiltons had
a lovely apartment on the top floor, the fifth floaor,

which was the attic, and the four stories of the school



part of the building were classrooms, and [ had one on

khe third floor, facing the south and having a

balcony....I stayed with Lhem wuntidil 1941.

D: One of the things thabts different about yvou is thatb
CHigh Valleyl...is a proprietary school and yvouw don®t
have a bhoard. ...l remember asking youw about this ages
ago...and your saying thalt yvou'd been so appalled by
several experiences you'd had with boards along the
line, that that was one of the reasons you'd set 1t up
this way, and [ guess the first one you mentioned to me

was the Hamilton School.

D: Yes, well, I stayed with them until *41 and then
kept in very close touch....and I don't know how many
vears later it was that...Ranger called me and said
would T be interested in coming down and taking over
the Hamilton School from them....80 1 went down to sees
her and then what had developed in the years I had not
been there: the Hamiltons and the staff had gone more
and more in the direction that Neill had started them
out in and they®d become very involved with.the
Reichian school of psychiatry. And of course they’'d
been started in this direction anyway....But the
composition of the board had changed and they had

become less friendly to the liberal, progressive,
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Feichian, A.5. Neill kind of thinking that the
Mamiltons themselves—— and most of the statf went along
with them-- believed in. So, eventually they d come to
what had to be a parting of the ways....80 it must have
been ten ar eleven years that they had bheen running the
school...and the Hamiltons had to leave. So the board
took over the building and the Hamiltons said they'd
like to keep the name Hamilton School, so the
subsequent school Ltook the name of the acting director
andl was changed to the Boardman School....fncd the
Hamiltons left New York and started anobher
activity....That was certainly a very devastating
experience as far as I was concerned, seeing this
really wonderful school that these pempia had started
kind of gradually being taken away from them because
the current board was not in agreement with the
philosophy of the Hamiltons-— of the founders and the

staff who were teaching.

VASSAR SUMMER INMSTITUTE. 0On the recommendations of Rhoda
Harris and Carolyn Zachary, Olga went in the summer of 1941 to
the Vassar Summer Institute, a program for families that
offered group activities for children and classes for their
parents. All was tied together for the staff by the lectures
and leadership of Mary Langmuir, who was then head of the Child

Study Department at Vassar. Elizabeth Gilkeson and Eveline
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Omwalke, Director of Vassar's nursery school, were the heads of
FHE thildren®s school at the Institute. 0Olga worked that
summer with Rhoda Harets Lm e oldant oroup. Herr  srear y
Douglas, was in the two-year-olds® group.

Olga describes her summers (that first one led to more! at
the Institute as idyllic. There she met people who were Lo
become lifelong friends: Hugh McElheny, the brilliant musician
anc music teacher; Hanna Eann, the teacher who later married
Hughs lLouw Gilbert, the psychoanalyst, who some vears later
bought & country place right near the Smyths” with his wife,
analyst Ruth Moultons and of cowrse Elizabeth Gilkeson, who
made Dlga an offer that seemed too good to be true. Would she
and Julian (who had beesn coming up from the City on weebkends)
like to come teach at the Foughlkespsie Day School in the fall?
Olga could teach fow-year—olds at the eight-year—old parents’
cooperative, and Julian, math and science.

The Smyths® reaction to this invitation was enthusiastic.

O: Everything was lovely. The campus was beautiful, it
was comfortable, stimulating, exciting, fun. It really
was just such fun that when Ibby offered me the Jjob at

Foughkeepsie Day School, it seemed too good to be true,

that we were getting a job in such a nice place.

Julian was glad for the opportunity to leave what seemed
like a deadend job in New York. Douglas remembers Julian’s

taking him to visit the firm in about 1949, and pointing out
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that everyvone he had been working with was still stuck at about
the same position. Julian happily spent the rest of the sunmer
of 1941 in Maine with 0lga and Douglas, reviewing his math and
S ENCe.

Olga laughingly recalled that after they had moved into a
little house near the YVassar campus, the head of the board
called an them.

: Apparently she reported back to the others that this
new young couple was socially acceptable.  And T
remember thinking, "Well, we have moved from the ©Lop
asocial group to what they say is the top social group
in Foughkespsie."

When I commented that I was interested in the connection
that seemed to exist at that time between the %ar ot
progressive educators and the upper class, UOlga replied:

I used to keep saying years later that if the
Foughlkeepsie Day School parents had been aware of the
political and progressive bias of the teachers and
staff, they might not have been sanguine about our
running the school. But there again, the kids were
doing well...s0 the parents went along with whatever
the school was doing. Mow the Board at the Hamilton

School did not...(and eventually the Day School did

not).
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TEACHING AT THE DAY SCHOOL

In describing her days at the Day School, Olga wanbed o
atart with the Director, Elirabeth Gilkeson, the person who had
offered the Smyths the Jdobs which took them from the GCity.

Cya Elixabmth Gilkeson was the director....[Shel was
always interested in everything, in the people, in the
kids, in what you were doing. She was probably the
most supportive kind of director any young teacher
couled have. And I think that all the teachers at the
Day School felt this, and I think the kids felt it and
I think the parents felt it. And she never directed
yvou in a direct fashion or in an un¥riéndly fashion.
She had a way of~-— if she were being critical, she had
a way of twning it around so it became humorows
and...she wasn*t the ane who was...trving to change
whatever it was the lteacher was doing. 8She would sort
of get the teacher to see the need for changing

Merself, in a very subtle fashion.

0lga must have been very much influenced by that, because

it certainly seems to be something she herself does.



0: [She wasl very supportive in whatever you tried to
do with kids or with parents. I don™t think I ever had
a single day of feeling that Ihby wasn®t backing you
up, supporting you right, and I'm suwre Julian felt the
sameg way. You got so you were devoted to her. And it
seams to me a great deal of humor, too, was part of it.
And we all got to know each other pretty well. We all
got to know each other's families and each other’®s
problems. .50 that a kind of interdependency grew up.
A with all of this, a great deal of intellectual
stimulation. She was certainly abreast of everything
that was going on-— yvou know, the real thinking that
was goling on—— in all the different, not just the

educational fields, but all sorts of different

Careas. ...« 1he Day School was also small enough...so, yvou

kEnow, yvou got to know each other....The parents waere in
and out all the time because they were always helping,
getting the lunches ready or doing the shopping or
taking the kids on trips. And there were many, many
evening meetings and potluck suppers and everybody
shared all sorts of things and it was a very
stimulating small group of people who worked together

most cooperatively.

This was another idyllic time, in Olga™s recollection.



O It was a time in American society when young people
like ourselves were very excited.....We weren’t downed
by the Depression or the War. PFeople werse full of
hope. You fellt that yvou really could reform education,
really could make a denlt on society, that changes could
be made. You know that whole Roosevelt era was full of
hope. The war really may have been the thing that
crushed everything; World War II really changed a lot
of how people lived and thought. But it seems Lo me
that I would say that all of the people [ knew and
worked with had enthusiasm and excitement, and
enjoyment of whalt we were doing. It wasn™t Jjust a
Jjob. Everybody I can think of was feeling that way.
You knew Hugh. Music was the most excifing thing in
the world to him, and sharing it with people. He «could
teach all day and then practice the trombone in the
evening, and then at the end of that sit around and cdo

music with anyone that wanted to sing and play.

Eventually Hugh and two other men on the staff went into
the service. Then the only men left at the school were Julian
and Larry Lawrence, the janitor., who was the husband of a

Foughkeepsie public school teacher. 0lga remembers:

Julian and Larry had to take care of the plumbing and

the heating and the roofing. In that old building



something was going wrong every other day and Larry and
Julian would fix it....Ilt seems to me that through the

entire war years he was really on call all the time.

The parents were in and out of the building, too. Mot
s0 much the fathers then, of couwrse, but certainly we
had a dedicated group of women. There wasn't anything
that vou needed that somebody wouldn®t help-— and it
wasn®t with money. At this point there were a few
wealthy parents. I think a lot of them were not

weal thy parents, but they would certainly give a great
deal of their time and work towards helping make the
school go....And there was no dichotomy between the

parent group and the teaching group.

In 1943 the Smyths bought High Valley, an old farmhouse on
118 acres, about twenty miles from the Day School. There bthey
began to board Day Schocl students who were from out of town or
had some other reason they could not live at home with their
families. At High Valley the Smyths finally had'the country
lifte they had been wanting. They kept cows, horses, goals,
sheep, calts, dogs, chickens and once even a raccoon. They

built a pond and a tennis courty they planted a big garden.

Feople at the Day School differed in their opinions of the

Smyths® boarding adjunct. Some felt that the enterprise toaok



time that Olga and Julian should have spent at school mestings.
Geidis T+ bhat the kinds of children the Smythﬁ were serving
were too difficull for teachers o handle 1n the classrooms.
Some thouwght that those difficult children were frightening
parents of desirable children away from enrolling them in the
school . Some thought that the students from High Valley
brought the ﬁcﬁaal somaething valuable and wonderfuly that they
were interesting and exciting. (One teacher said to me, "The
greater variety of kids is what made FDS better than Little Red
or City and Country. I loved the Day School because there wasg
such a bhroad representation of class.'") Even now, almost forty
vears later, people grow heated and upset when they tell me
what they thought then.

0lga has often been at the center of Emﬁtfaverﬁy. Mot
that she herself is interested in controversy-—-- she stirs it in
others. She seems to sit in the calm eye of the storms she
creates. Feople can become very worked up about her.

Aside from the controversy over the rightness of the
Smyths” taking on a boarding school, people also disagree about
Olga™s personal qualities. Feople differ in their assessment
of Olga"s ability to conceptualize her work, for instance.
Elizabeth Gilkeson, who has described herself as a thinker wha
is an abstractor rather than an observer, and who saw her role
as Directaor of the Day School to be partly that of teacher and
discussion leader for the staff, sees Dlga as less a thinker

than a doer.



Ferhaps this is partly because Olga’s great gift for
getting others to explain their ideas outshines her talent for
putting ideas into words herself, but perhaps it is also
hecause of the role she was playing in relation to Elizabeth
Gilkeson. Many years later, when Olga had been running har own
school for some time, she was tallking with a young woman who
was going through an unhappy love affair and was just embarking
an a writing career. Olga told her that some women define
themselves through their relationships with men, some through
their children, and others through their work, but that it was
important in her view to forge an identity independent of all
these roles. The young womar, who is now married, a mother,
and a writer, has never forgotten this bit of wisdom, and is
impressed and moved that Olga had distilled that sense of the
maaning of her own life and put it into words at a time it was
needed, and had said it just at the time it could be accepted.
(Dlga’s inclusion of one’s worl as also being unable to bear
“the weight of self identification seemed especially profaund.)

Herbh Barnes, a consultant and expert in group care who was
a Bank Street student and Olga’s assistant at the Day School in
1949, also saw Olga as an effective thinker. He says that he
regarded O0lga as his teacher, and when he could not understand
something, he would aslk her to explain.

H: I pressed for an answer. I figured 1 deserved it.
I was a student. I didn*t know anything. I"m suwre

that some of her answers were just thought up, spur of
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the moment, but that doesn™t mean they were
superficial. I"ve always felt that Olga had an
incredible sense of educational philosophy behind these
seemingly superficial or accidental kinds of events. I
would take exception to what Ibby said. I think
[O0lga®s workl originates from a very clear theoretical
understanding,. an understanding so clear that it
probably doesn®t need to be talked about theoretically.
She's very clear on what she does and why she’s doing
ity and in a way that's transmittable, too. bBut you

have to press for it.

Olga has a tendency to compression and allusion in her
writing and speaking that is mistaken Eumetimeé for an
inability or reluctance to think abstractly or enjoy a strictly
theoretical approach. The danger of this tendency lies in the
assumption that the listener or reader will be able to fill in
the blanks for her. When it works, though, what she says is
like a shared creation, as we can see by how Herb Barnes
invested one of her oracular utterances with meaning.

H: Olga would have this schedule on the board,
absolutely detailed: 9:00 we're doing this, 9520 we’'re
doing that, 10210 we're doing this, 11:14 Outdoor Time.
This absolutely clear, rigid schedule on the board,

and never, ever would this happen. And finally once I

asked, "I don’t have any great problem with this, but



as a matter of my own learning I'm interested in why 1s
it that...there always is deviation...but the schedule
is always there and it never seems to have any
relationship?" "0Oh," she said, "it has great
relationship. As long as the schedule’s there, we
always know what we're departing from." [ remember
that vividly to this day, and I've always felt that
that's really a very important point aboutl
arganization. It*s a combination of preplanning and
flexibility that for me is a kind of a principle that
has always stood me in good stead. This is a

fundamental piece of wisdom.

Olga is an artist. Ferhaps one should nof gupect the
artist to be able to rationalize and explain her art, although
some people value that ability in an artist and confuse it with
a measure of the artistry. When Olga works so successfully
with children in groups or singly, intuition is at work in a
powerful way. Like other artists, Olga seems able to tap her
unconsciouws, and respond to the children (and to the adults she
connects with) in a way that communicates with their
UNCONSCL ous.

One former student recalls panicking at the beginning of
an all school assembly at the Day School years ago, and wanting
to be sent to the office where he would feel safer. He acted

up in a minor way, staging just enough of a tantrum to save



face all around. Olga responded in what may have seemed a
hamyy=-handed way, and sent him to the office. He rensmbers
this thirty-five years later as an illustration of her
sensitivity and understanding. Olga®s comment on this when I
told bher about this former student™s recollection was as
follows:
LThere werel instances like that in which I had a
confrontation with a kid and then thought to mvself
afterwards...that” s exactly right, allthough at the
moment it looked as i+ I was being punitive....Then it
turned out that was exactly the right thing to have
dore for that particular child...that was exactly what
the kid needed all the time, or wanted, even....LIt sl
Eind of a non-verbal cmmmunicatimnuu""?mu know 19ve
always said that good teaching was a lot of
intuition...and I think this is not really true just of
working with kids but I think of working with one’s

colleagues.

Elizabeth Gilkeson s impressions of (Olga’s teaching style

are still strong after all these years:

0lga was always very active with the kids and nolhing
was too much trouble tor her about getting things for
the kids or when it came to trips or going out on the

hill in wintertime and slicding and all of that...so



that she was never a passive teacher without much going

€.
One of the things that appealed to me-- and I'm not
sure when I first began to notice it-- she had an

interesting way of disciplining. I think she always
maintained it. I think she still probably has the same
way of doing discipline. 8he never really had to be
very crass, but she was always very firm, and her
firmness came through to the kids so that they didnt
attempt to do things with her that they attempted to do
with other people....It had something to do with her
being able to be very definite and it had something I
think to do with the fact that on the thle they had a
good time with her—-- there were interesting things to
o I don™t remember ever really feeling that she got

stuck with situations she couldn’t handle.

What I remember about Olga also is a very distinctive
way of talking she had., 8She still has an accent or a
very clipped way of using her words....l think that in
a way that somehow showed strength to the kids. I
think that with her kind of strong, interesting way of

speaking, there was a very big definiteness about her.

And then I think that she was certainly one of the



people that was fun at the staff mestings. Whenever we
got talking about new things., she was always very

anthusiastic and really working at it.

Cartainly the easy and complete assumption of authority
that made discipline easy for Olga when Elizabeth Gilkeson
first knew her-haﬁ continued to be a distinguishing feature.
For generations of students, the cry "Olga said!" has settled
disputes. This is not Lo say thalt children are cowed by 0lga.
Her Mary Foppins-like confidence that they will obey her seems
in a paradoxical way to free them to explore their own ideas
and solutions without anxiety.

Elizabeth Gilkesaon did go on to say that she thought Olga
was not a nuwtuwing person, and that there waﬁ.a certain lack
of warmth about her, but then answered her own concern with an
interesting observations:

I always felt L[0lga wasl, you could almost call it a
little cold, and yet in a funny way it seemed to hold
kids to the fact that they couldn™t be too babyish or
too emotionally demanding, because they knew it wasn’t
going to get anywhere with her. So that in a way she
was good aboult the fact that children in the school
grew up with her. She was helping them always grow up.
EBut there were times when I felt that she could be a

little softer.
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Herh Barnes has memories of debating this issuse when

discussing High Valley with Elizabeth Gilkesaon:

I remember Ibby asking me how I was getting along at
the Smyths® [where I was working weekands . 1 ﬁgidﬂ
"Oh, fine," and she said, "Well what do you think about
the meéls?“ and T said, "Awful, but that's not
important." She said, "0f couwrse it’s important with
growing children,” and I remember explaining ta Ibby
how it might be important in some situations, but at
High Valley it was simply more or less taken for
granted that...there were more important things that
were being concentrated on....0ver the years I7ve heard
Diga criticized for lack of concern. fh@re would be
substance to that if it were lack of concern, but 1
don®t think it's that. I think it's a matter of

different priorities.

I know that for my friends who lived at High Valley the
spartan regime was a point of great pride. Feople like
Elirabeth Gilkeson who worried about the children's beds and
meals, might have been surprised to know that the children weare
making hard boiled eggs and peanut butter sandwiches and talking
them out to their tents, and that there was at least one year
when they preferred to sleep outside right thrqugh the winter.

(0Ff course one boy did write a story when he was in college, in
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which he admitted that he slept outside only because Lthe obher

Fiflg did.)

In the 1960"s Herb Barnes was the head of Carson VYalley
School, which provided group care for dependent and neglected
children, and which years bhefore had been one of the original
coaperating schools to work with Bank Street.

H: I wanted [0lgal to come down and tallk to the staff
at Carson. LThey werel all caught up in the whole
business thalt whalt you do with kids is care for

them. ... Institutional staff gets so caught up in the
whole husiness of meals, and the cleanlineéﬁ of
clothing, and the proper making of beds, and 0Olga
literally had no interest in that jaz:; A1l the energy
that went into that for some people was replaced on her
part by the quality of learning....That was gquite an
amazing learning experience for them, to realize fhat
there’s a higher level of interest that can really tie
things together. See, that kind of nurturing is a
whole different kind, and it’s really what it takes to
run what a friend of mine in Israel calls a reclaiming

environment.

5he showed the movie [Incitement to Readingl and she
did the whole session with staff exactly as 17d seen
her do sessions with the kids at High Valley. The
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context was reading, but the approach to reading was of
course very much in this whole philaémphy, that wvou
provide kids with intellectual stimulation and
emotional support and the reading’s going to happen.
You don®t nesd to teach reading. You don™t nesd to
teach anvthing. You provide an intellectually

nurturing, humming environment .

CThe +ilm and the workshop showed herl ability to get
totally invelved in the activity of the kids she was
working with, totally involved in what’ s going on in &
group discussion or a group activity or group problem
or whatever and excluding everything eslse and being
completely absorbed by that and yet HD£ being absorbed
at the level of the consternaton of the kids. It s a

matter of respect for the quality of their problem.

Olgas demand that children integrate their own
experience is related to this respect. For instance,
when she goes through the ritual at the end of a class
of hearing each student’s plan for the next period,
it's not for her own information—— she*ll forget
immediately—— it"s for themselves. She's olearly
investing the experience with the energy of her
commitment, showing them how she values them and this

enterprise of integration.



Olga really listens to people. There are many demands on

her attention, and all must be met. Herb Barnes remember

going on a camping trip with the High Valley kids when one boy,

¢

after trying again and again to pick the shad flies out of the

pancake batter, gave up and said they should just pretend the

flies were raisins. When they got baclk, all twelve who had

been on the trip had to tell Olga the story, and the tweltth
had the same feeling as all the others, of her deeply

appreciating this same story.
That quality of attention is one of the things that keeps
sister says:!

s0 many coming back to see 0Olga. My

I love coming back... and checking in with 0lga, and
whenever I go to a new place or do a new thing, I look
forward to telling her about it....There's a real

delight she takes...[linl the things vou have Lo

Say....Al]l the stages of my life that ["ve bhesn
through....adventures, and one’s ideas and

perceptions....Bult you know you don®t have the feeling

she’s heing a wonderful

you...and it's so sweetl

but because it's really

The kind of attention Olga

her easy authority leads her to
Before children really un

way.

being unfair, but they soon bec

listener because she loves

of you to have an adventure,
interesting.

gives each person combined with
treat each child in a special
derstand this they see her as

ome as clear as she is on the
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irrelevance of a narrowly applied concept of fairness. Each
person is special, and has different needs from the others.
Children are encouraged to examine and come to andersetand and
valus their own differences, and the ories of "No fair!"

diminish.

For most of the years they worked at the Day School, the
Smyths had the boarding program at their home for about fiftean
Day School students. In the summertime they worked at the
Vassar Summer Institute and then ran their own summer camp at
High Valley, eventually for about forty children. They may
have been stretched pretty thin, but it was stimulating and
exciting, and the busy kind of life they wanted. And somehow
they always found a few weeseks before school Etérted at the =snd
of September to go traveling.

Dlga started out at the Day Schoonl teaching the
four-year—-olds. Eventually she taught first, then second and
third grades. In 1950, when the fifth grade teacher left in
the middle of the year, 0lga took over that class, too. FHut
ODlga’s class always included visitors. Theserwere usual ly
children who did not fit into any particular group very wel 1,
ar children who were very difficult for other teachers to
handle. Even now, later at High Valley, such children wind up
in her Débit. At the Day School, 0Olga usually worked with an
assistant, and even when she was alone, she says the first

thing she always did was divide the class into smaller working



groups. Mabel Soskin, whose daughter had been at the Day
Blrimit Bl years before, worked with Olga for many years, b
school and at High Valley. The two women developed & sbtrong
friendship and happy working partnership that can be seen
clearly in Incitement teo Reading.

(Yeears later, during the Day School’s time of troubles,
the Smyths and HBoskins planned together to leave the States and
establish themselves in the Caribbean. Even after the Smyths
had decided instead to continue to run High Valley, but
independent of the Day School, they took their students
annually on a trip to the Caribbean, some years to Fuerto Rico
and some years to 5t. Maarten, where they had found property

with the Soskins.)

life at thes Day School continued excitingly through the
1240° s, Eventually there was an exodus to the City, led by
Elizabeth Gilkeson, who thought at first that she could juggle
both her Foughlkeepsie and her Bank Street jobs, but soon found
that impossible. The McElhenys had left, but their influence
was still fellt when several Day School teachers did their
student teaching in Hanna's group at City and Country. Sheila
Emerson left. Courtney Cazden left. Herb Barnes came for a few
vaears., Allan Walstrom came and stayed until the school fell
apart. Don and Ginger Scott stayed, and so did Frieda Alt and
Dee Rittenhouse and my mother, EBee Stone. Marguerite Strehlau

stayed until she left to join the Smyths at High Valley. And
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Margaret Seymowr. the only founding parent still teaching at
tThe sohool, staved as well, Eveline Omwake came to run the
school, but her first love was the Vassar nwesery school which

she was in charge of as well.

Q: I can remember how devastated we all were when Ibby
said she thought she’d move to NMew York and be full
time alt RBank Street. But Eveline was also a very
exciting director. She was a different kind of
director, a lot more organized and intellectual....She
was just as warm and supportive, bubt she didn't have
the humor and the lightness-- a kind of a spirit of
gaiety. Far instance, one of the things I learned
about Ihby is thalt she never made a daéiﬁiwn",,nl ahill
feel you don™t have to make a decision if it will take
care of itself, and indeed it almost always did. You
didn®t have to make a decision; in time, whatever was

going to happen would happen.

I dont know if Elizabeth Gilkeson would recognize herself
in this sympathetic description of a non—decision—-maker, but I
do know that 0Olga believes strongly in letting things take
their course and seeing what happens. Interestingly, when I
interviewed Dee Rittenhouse about 0lga, she said that 0Olga does
make decisions, impulsive and arbitrary ones, seemingly just

for the sake of getting them out of the way, and with a refusal
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Lo discuss probable ocutcomes with others. I have seen 0lga as
A HEEidel and as a non—decider, and I think that this may ke a
gquestion of two sides of the same coin: this is Lhe way someona
who does not believe in decision-making makes decisions——  with
eyes shut and holding youwr nose, you Jjump in.

Olga™s occasionally arbitrary decisions may also be a

agrea with Herb Barnes that although Olga is a controlling
person, she does not do it out of her own need to control, but
rather out of her sense that things need to be run.

Al of us who went to High Valley Camp, or worked there,
remember Olga’s sitting in a big chair on the lawn in front of
théhar‘nﬁ seamingly doing nothing, and yet being the point of
reference thalt everyone needed. My sister Mid@e aven remembers
that when 0Olga needed to get up, she would leave someone e@lse
in the chair to keep a finger on the camp™s pulse, to sit in
the seat of power and assume some of Dlga's authority.

The fact that Olga is so comfortable with her authority
and that she is running things more out of a sense that they
neead running than to satisfy her power needs, means that she is
comfortable playing with her authority, in a way that has been
profoundly successful with many children. Allan klalstrom
reminded me of the boy who was sent to live at the Smyths® and
go to the Day School because he would not stay seated at his
desk at public school. That year 0lga had no desks in her

classroom, because desks would have left no room for blocks,
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which Olga considered more important. This boy bhuillt himsal{d a
desk out of blocks, and sat himself down and stayed there. He
did not run away from the desk he had struggled to make
himself. Herb Barnes reminded me of another boy.
H: Remember Tommy, who could run faster than all the
principals in New Haven? L[0lga told himl that she'd
been under the impression that he did not like school,
and she did not like people to be doing things that
they really did not like. 8She did not want him to be
in class because she had been told so clearly he
wouldn®t like it. He ought to be out doing more
interesting things like fixing the stone wall and
taking care of the horses....He later began asking if
he could please come to class and Qlga éaid, "Why .
absolutely not! You don”t want to go to class, it's
Just because everybody else is going to class. It's
5illy for you to go to class. You should be doing the
things that you're interested in. What would you like
to be doing? Wouldn®t you like to fix this wall?" and
poar Tammy, back on the wall again. Finally, on hended
knee, the kid's asking if he can please go to class,
and Olga says., "Well, if you think you have to, why
don®t you go for about two houwrs. But no more." In
about six months, the New Haven school system couldn®™t

imagine what had happened to their major problem kid.

n

He's busy in school, he's going to class, learning how
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to read. Simply because O0lga really understood milieu
treatment. She has always done what Fritz Redl calls

life space counseling.

Eveline Omwake was followed as head of the Day School by
two men, first Henry Haéhell and then David Clarkson. They
were followed briefly by Marguerite Strehlad, who was acting
director for an uneasy year before joining the Smyths at Hiagh
Valley. By the time Marguerite Streblau becams head of the Day
School, years of dissension had led the Smyths to separate MHigh
Valley from the Day School, with a transition period of several
vears when a few High Valley boarders still went to the Day
School and Julian taught there part time while Olga ran a
separate school at High Valley with Mabel Soskin.

After Julian's death in 1268, 0lga took over the
management aspects of High Valley's administration along with
the other functions of leadership she had been carrying out.
She had not set out long ago to run her own school, but here
was the school which had evolved along with her own style of
leadership, and the school needed to be run. 0Olga was joined
soon after Julian®s death by two former students, Mack
Sotomavor and myself. Dee Rittenhouse came a bit later, aftter
several years at the Randolph School. Mabel Soskin sent a girl
named Annie DeHer from St. Maarten to stay with 0Olga and study
in the States. Several years later, Annie and Mack were

married. We have all worked together for a long time and have
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become part of what makes High Valley unigue.

Most important in making High Valley unigue is 0lga, whose
optimism and sense of fun have transformed the lives of
hundreds of children., Her own spirit of independence and har
memory of what happened in two different schools when that
spirit was denied combine to strengthen her tolerance of
others. She has a great gift for running things, but she also
has the greater gift of stepping back when she sees someone
else can do it. She respects other people’s styles and
encourages them to take charge in their own ways. -8She is not
in the business of turning out little Olga Smylths. She knows
that her influence is felt more deeply when people are being

truly themsel ves.



In Conclusion

I cannot penetrate the mystery of 0Olga Smyth, but [ have
tried to convey to the reader some of the excitement she
carries with her, somne é% her hrilliance in working with
childeren, some of the goodness of High Valley and the other
places she has done her work. (Olga has told me that she feels
lucky. Her life has been interesting; it has been fun.

Olga Smyth has been influenced deeply by her studies at
Bank Streelt and by her long association with other
EBank-5treet-oriented educators. But as I think about her, and
about how in my own work as a teacher I7ve been influenced as
much by my childhood connections as by anything else, I cannot
help wondering about the influence on 0Olga of the Scottish nuns
back in Trinidad, about Olga’ s mother and her jowrney away from
her own culture for the sake of her daughter™s eduacation. I
think about her grandmother, always sneaking out to water the
garden. I think about Olga's brothers and what their part may
have been in helping to shape her. I wonder about Olga’s
absent father and his peculiarly constant presence, I think
about Julian Smyth and his devotion to Dlga'and to the life
they made together, and about his death at the age of sixty. 1
think about their son and his upbringing among his parents’
foster children. I think about the generations of students

Dlga has enjoyed and learned from, and of how many still come
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hack to see her. I think of Olga's friends of all ages, and of
her gacdens, her books, her rugs, her stones and shells from
Everyuhere.

I think of all these things and then I think yes, Olga was
profoundly influenced by RBank Street, frut she hrmught all these
other influences with her as well, just as we all do, to our

aludies at BHank Street and to ows lives with childeen.
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