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The major schism in the National Church of Vaud, however, was to last 
120 years. This Vaud religious schism and revolution helped start the 
1847 Swiss civil war as most of the 25 republics fought one another. 
Chateau-d'Oex's isolation proved helpful, as it survived intact this tur­
bulent period of European-wide revolution and societal change. 

Strongly recommended. 
- William P. Kladky, Ph.D. 

David H. Sutton, Helvetia: The History of a Swiss Village in the 
Mountains of West Virginia (West Virginia University Press, 2010) 
Second Edition. 144pp. ISBN 978-1-933-202-56-3. $22.95. 

In his impressive book Helvetia: The History of a Swiss Village 
in the Mountains of West Virginia, David H. Sutton presents a candid 
and vivid history of a solitary American community and connects it 
to the larger themes, movements, and events of the nation as a whole. 
This is above all a local history, but the success of the work lies in 
Sutton's depiction of how Helvetia and its residents-since its incep­
tion - responded to important national events. The immigration boom 
of the nineteenth century, World War I, and the rise of technology in 
the twentieth century ~.11 ~make appearances in the narrative of Helvetia. 
That narrative is grounded heavily in the European roots of the village 
and the role immigration played in the town's development and legacy. 
As a result, Sutton's work represents a significant contribution to ethnic 
and immigration studies in American history, as well as an important 
example of how historians must capture and depict local history. 

There are many merits to the book. Sutton's clear and concise de­
scriptions of agricultural life in the village, as well as the area's economic 
transformation, are especially informative. In particular, however, Sut­
ton should be applauded for his vivid examination of the social life of 
the community, which was seeded within the religious participation and 
cultural, European traditions of its residents. Moreover, despite Hel­
vetia's remoteness and self-sufficient community, even this small vil­
lage in the mountains of West Virginia was not immune from the larger 
events of the period. Speaking of the first World War, Sutton writes 
that" [t]he conflict took on a special meaning for the families of Ger­
man descent who still had families in Germany, as it did for the Swiss 
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who were often thought to be German" (68). Further, Sutton argues the 
evolution of the nation in the century resulted in a sudden shift within 
the identity of the community itself. "The influences of two world wars 
against Germany and the distance of yet another generation from the 
old homeland helped to erode the sense of ethnic identity that had once 
prevailed," he writes. "Helvetians could no longer fall back on a safety 
net of carefully woven economic and social relationships as they had" 
(73). 

As a native of Helvetia himself, Sutton has an insider's perspec­
tive of the village, but never once does his research or his writing ap­
pear to be that of a biased party. Much of this impartiality comes from 
his sources, which include oral history interviews with residents of the 
village, town population records, immigration records, as well as other 
primary sources such as newspaper articles and contemporary guide­
books. Sutton has also assembled a wide variety of photographs, both 
historical and recent, that greatly compliment his prose. This second 
edition of Helvetia benefits from added images of current residents of 
Helvetia, which adds further relevancy to the text. 

In his colorful portrayal of a Swiss mountain village, Sutton has 
emphasized all that is best about local history: the origins of a ,locale, 
its evolution and eventual legacy, and most importantly, the wide array 
of characters who literally made the community. Yet within the pages 
of this local history are strong truths about the history of the larger 
American community. Helvetia, with its European roots, agricultural 
and economic adaptability, and strong religious culture, appears to have 
been a microcosm of the United States during its own formative years, 
specifically the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Nevertheless, 
what Sutton proves is that his home of Helvetia was-and continues 
to be-anything but typical. It is a village steeped in tradition, remem­
brance, and a strong understanding of its own history, evidenced no 
better than in Sutton's wonderful work. 

- Christopher Tucker 
Clark University 

2

Submission to Swiss American Historical Society Review

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review


