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This thesis explores the landscape and beliefs of a 

nineteenth century utopian community, the Koreshan Unity, a group 

who settled the town of Estero, Florida. This research explains 

the alternative geography of the Koreshans, a worldview that 

claimed that we live on the inside of a hollow sphere. Their 

founder, Dr. Cyrus Teed, created this theory and made it the core 

of a social structure that also supported celibacy and socialism. 

I also describe the Koreshan Geodetic Expedition, a survey of the 

earth's curvature, and how it claimed to use scientific methods 

to prove the earth's concavity. The history, beliefs, and 

technology of this society are then examined against the 

landscape to elucidate issues of power and social control. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

Interstate 75 goes west from Fort Lauderdale and Miami 

with a flurry of tractor trailers, airboats, pickup trucks, 

and what looks like unstoppable and uncontrolled 

residential development. Beyond the urban areas and after 

one last look in the rearview mirror at the new town of 

Weston, a bevy of identical rooftops, the speed limit 

returns to 65 across the Everglades and Seminole 

reservations; one straight highway almost all the way to 

the Gulf of Mexico. 

The road is called Alligator Alley, but is no longer 

the two-lane artery built to funnel tourists across the 

state; now a traveler need not even slow down to see the 

osprey or to follow two reptilian eyes watching from the 

canal that runs along side the road. Now the four lanes 

propel drivers across the wetlands to the outskirts of 

Naples where the highway takes a wide turn to the north. 

Here, dense sawgrass subsides and the West Coast of Florida 

appears as a mirror image of the eastern coastline. The 
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residential development is identical if not a little less 

populated. 

If one ventures off the highway, however, another 

Florida appears. Going east towards Lake Okeechobee you 

may see wild boar grazing by the roadside. Without a 

building to obstruct the view, a circular horizon appears 

distant and low above the agricultural and grazing land 

that stretches almost to the lake in this expanse northwest 

of the Everglades. If you turn off the highway to the 

west, you might see an outline of the high-rise hotels of 

Marco Island and Naples as well as the usual Florida 

tourist attractions. At least a part of this area, 

however, has been preserved as open space and parkland. 

It is here, west of Interstate-75 in Estero, that the 

Koreshan State Historic Site has been preserved. A visitor 

going there has to exit and turn towards the Gulf of Mexico 

onto a road bordered by scrub, pine, and a few anemic 

citrus groves. A small uninviting hotel appears, then the 

railroad tracks, then the intersection of Tamiami Trail. 

Across the intersection, Koreshan State Park sits between 

this state road and Estero Bay. The State of Florida has 

preserved 300 acres and offers camping and canoeing on the 
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site of what had been a thriving community at the turn of 

the century. 

Unlike Disneyworld in the central part of Florida, 

there is only one car here today and for the entrance fee 

of a few dollars you can walk the streets of this ghost 

town alone. Some buildings are unlocked on this day and 

one strolls through an Art Gallery, a bakery, and well

preserved residential structures all placed along the 

original street grid planned in the nineteenth century. 

But, unlike Fort Lauderdale and Miami, cities settled at 

around the same time, this town never grew into a city. 

Informational exhibits at the park provide some 

background on Estero. A group from Chicago settled the 

town; they enjoyed the arts and considered themselves to be 

part of the midwestern upper-middle-class. They brought 

with them certain ideas about education and started their 

own school called the Koreshan College of Universology. 

Many were musicians who held concerts and even had a 

marching band. There were other cultural events as well, 

such as dramatic presentations in the community art hall, 

complete with costumes and staging. 

They prospered here in Florida and started a general 

store, lumber mill, and boat building concern among other 
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successful businesses. Their printing company was modern 

and used the latest equipment brought from Chicago. While 

the population seems to be part of the mainstream, they 

adhered to an unusual utopian philosophy that gave them 

purpose and direction, but that also placed them outside 

mainstream Victorian society. 

These people followed the beliefs of a charismatic 

leader, Dr. Cyrus Teed, who claimed that the earth was 

hollow. Teed and his followers in the Koreshan Unity 

believed they lived on the inside of a sphere, that the 

universe was finite, and that all the stars and planets 

were contained within this hollow shell. The leader called 

this system a 'scientific religion' and claimed to hold 

true insight into the shape of the universe. The bible of 

the Koreshan community and in which these theories are 

explained is called Cellular Cosmogony (Teed 1898) and it 

formed the basis for their motto: We Live Inside. 

Teed professed certain beliefs that encouraged 

individuals to live within a socialist economy, an economy 

that he would oversee. This would be accomplished in part 

by individuals surrendering their wealth to the community, 

and in part by holding all money in common. He felt that 

socialism was the only answer to problems of rampant 
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industrial development. In one pamphlet published by the 

cooperative, they even told the public that one might have 

a home in Florida for free. By joining Koreshan Unity, an 

individual would experience 'industrial freedom' where all 

the profits go to the workers. (Koreshan Unity Press n.d.). 

In another of Teed's books, The Immortal Manhood 

(1902), he elaborates upon the new economic order that the 

Koreshan Unity will create. The problem with laissez-faire 

capitalism, he states, is that "the employer and the 

employed both belong to the same pagan system of competism 

(sic)" (xiv), Teed goes on to suggest an alternative system 

of industrial socialism in which a universal government 

will control all the industries of the world. His small 

group of followers will create this system as an 

alternative to capitalism and, therefore, will hold all 

wealth communally. In the future, Teed states, "there will 

be no money in the common acceptation (sic) of the term; 

money and the money power will be destroyed" (xv) . His 

form of evangelical socialism was an integral part of the 

Koreshan beliefs and would, Teed believed, provide an 

ethical alternative to industrial capitalism of the late 

nineteenth century. So, within this socialistic system, 

members decided to hold wealth communally and to join 
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together to let the world know about their socialistic 

beliefs, as well as the radical geographic discoveries of 

Dr. Cyrus Teed. 

In addition to these geographic and economic beliefs, 

Teed promoted a social organization that eliminated the 

nuclear family and gave equality to women, at least 

theoretically. Celibacy was, therefore, one of the primary 

beliefs of this new scientific religion. Although it was 

not mandatory, celibacy would allow a member to join the 

most prestigious or the inner circle of celibate members. 

One could also join as a family unit if you were admitted 

into what was termed the marital order, but Teed proclaimed 

that sexual relations should only be engaged in for 

procreation. 

His leadership was supported by a board of directors, 

the seven members of the Planetary Court, a group of women 

charged with governing the community. One of the restored 

residences in the Koreshan State Park housed these women, 

who were renamed by Teed after the planets of the solar 

system. His control of the community through this group of 

women involved the personal, economic and cultural life of 

the members. Teed's authority as a leader began with 

reconfiguring geographic truth, and was legitimized by the 
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public display of a geographical experiment carried out to 

measure the earth and to prove that it was, indeed, hollow. 

Dr. Teed planned and directed this survey over a 

period of weeks during which elevations along the shoreline 

were measured with a type of oversized carpenter's level 

designed by a community member. This project, described in 

Chapter 5, was supposed to prove the concavity of the 

earth, and according to the resulting data, it did. 

Walking the streets of this deserted town and viewing 

their hollow globe, displayed in the art hall, made it 

apparent that this community warranted further study. This 

paper will explore the culture and geography of the 

Koreshan Unity and of their settlement along the Estero 

River in southwestern Florida. 

Since the Koreshan Unity moved their headquarters from 

Chicago to this remote outpost in the 1890s, my case study 

will start in the north. I will look at the influences 

present in Chicago before the group migrated to Florida, 

and since Dr. Teed started his movement in New York State, 

I will look at social influences in that part of the United 

States as well. 

Then I will examine the philosophy of this communal 

group in light of these influences and how belief Teed's 
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imaginary geography provided social cohesion and, 

ultimately, social control. I will show how this inverted 

view of the earth infused both the landscape and the lives 

in their town. As such, this study forms part of an 

examination of the cultural geography of utopian 

settlements in the United States, and shows how employing 

the authority of 'scientific' geography along with the 

manipulation of space achieved social control within this 

community. 

The Ce11u1ar Cosmogony 

I have mentioned the unique geographic vision of their 

leader, Dr. Cyrus Teed. His philosophy is explained and 

his disdain for the Copernican system is apparent in the 

introduction to his book, The Cellular Cosmogony (1898): 

This scientific volume, largely devoted to details of 
the execution of the practical demonstration-
mechanically conducted--of the earth's concavity, is 
but preliminary to the most stupendous and 
comprehensive exposition ever projected and 
consummated by human intellect. Upon the assumption 
that the surface of the earth is convex, there has 
been predicated that prodigious fallacy, the 
Copernican system, which, according to the admission 
of its most enthusiastic advocates and adherents, does 
not contain a single positive proof of scientific 
accuracy (5). 
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Teed's book explains that our earth's hollow shell is eight 

thousand miles from one side to the other and that human 

beings inhabit the inside surface of this shell. 

His globe, and the universe contained within the 

shell, is described as a hard outer surface of gold with 

layers of metal, minerals, and an additional five 

geological layers upon which the surface of the earth 

adheres. Inside the shell are three layers of atmosphere: 

our oxygen and nitrogen filled layer, one middle layer of 

hydrogen and the central atmosphere of 'aboron'. Within 

this gaseous mixture the center of the universe contains 

the stars and planets (Figure 1). 

During an eight-week expedition carried out by the 

Koreshan Geodetic Survey, Teed and his followers tested 

their theory by measuring the curvature of the earth with a 

device called a rectilineator. Ulysses Grant Morrow, a 

member of the Koreshan Unity, invented the rectilineator 
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Figure 1 . The Hollow Earth . Photograph by author. 
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and served as the leader of the experiment carried out on 

the Gulf of Mexico beaches south of Estero. 

It is easy to compare Teed to contemporary cult 

leaders, but it would minimize the importance of studying 

the entire group to dismiss him as such. He claimed to 

have discovered the true shape of the earth, an imagined 

hollow globe, but he convinced many people to believe him 

and to create a community from that belief. Although he 

developed a certain messianic demeanor and named himself 

Koresh, a name from the bible, his leadership was the 

impetus for building a community in Florida. 

A study of the psycho-social elements of Koreshanity 

might conclude that their belief in a finite universe was a 

comforting alternative to the unknown. The vast nature of 

the universe is less daunting if one believes that the 

earth is finite and the universe is contained within the 

shell. Freudian thinkers suggest that a hollow earth is 

womb-like and that this image suggests returning to a 

secure environment (Gardner 1988). Although this 

particular theory merits little attention in geographic 

study, someone more interested in the psychology of 

geographic thought may pursue that study. 
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Teed's theory may also fit into a history of 

cartographic representation. Although his hollow earth may 

seem outlandish, the earth has, in fact, been represented 

visually in a number of ways. Let me provide a brief 

overview of these representations in order to demonstrate 

how attempts to portray the earth cartographically have 

often been shaped by cultural forces. 

Cartography and the Koreshan Globe 

Geographer Norman Thrower writes about the history of 

cartography in his informative but anachronistically 

entitled Maps and Man (1972). He explains ways the earth 

has been depicted cartographically beginning with a 

medieval map called the T-in-0. As the name suggests, a 

circle representing the oceans of the world surround a T 

shape, which symbolizes the Mediterranean and the Nile 

River. The T divides the circle into the three known 

continents of the world: Asia, Africa and Europe. 

Jerusalem is envisioned to be in the center to this basic 

shape. This map was felt to be largely symbolic, and 

expressed the importance of religion in the medieval world 

(Campbell 1993). Another early depiction of the earth was 

the zonal map, which divided the world into torrid, 
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temperate and frigid zones going north and south from the 

equator. While these medieval representations are 

circular, neither of them suggests a hollow sphere as Teed 

would suggest centuries later. 

The Hereford map, a form of T-in-0, was utilized 

during the 1200s and represents the sacred and secular 

world as it understood cartographically at that time. This 

not only included characters of a mythical nature, but also 

integrated new routes of Europe, which were learned from 

commerce traders or from the Crusaders. The Hereford map, 

then, was meant to be both informative and inspirational. 

Although it took some time to be accepted, a 

mathematical explanation eventually replaced the idea of 

magical causation. Rather than making Jerusalem the center 

of the world, as in the T-in-0 map, a graticule, or grid, 

was created. But a suggestion of the divine is still 

present. "This was God's view of the world, rather than 

the human view that the Medieval maps had portrayed" 

(Cormack 1994, 377). Certainly Dr. Teed envisioned himself 

as a god-like figure as he created his New World vision. 

In the contemporary world, parish maps have been 

produced by local communities in the United Kingdom as an 

artistic alternative to the modern atlas. These 
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cartographic representations of local parishes challenge 

academic geography by infusing their maps with a sense of 

individuality and a sense of the local. Representation of 

the parish has been accomplished with a multi-media 

approach sometimes using the actual earth and peat to 

construct maps; the geographic imagination has been 

expressed in over 1500 community maps to date. In creating 

an alternative cartography, the political parish becomes a 

symbol of authority to be subverted (Crouch and Matless 

1994). In this vein, maps have been studied as a way of 

radical artistic and political groups challenging the 

authority of official cartographic representations (Pinder 

1996) . The way we subjectively perceive our own world has 

been studied (Gould and White 1992) as well as the skewed 

world perceptions of the mentally ill (Park, Simpson

Housley, and de Man, 1994). 

While this is not meant to be a history of 

cartography, it is clear from these examples that 

geographers and others have viewed the world in many ways 

and these ways are shaped by temporal and cultural factors. 

In this paper, I will avoid adopting a strict cartographic 

approach, as it is apparent that Teed's hollow globe does 

not fit into a standard cartographic study. Rather than 
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arguing about the accuracy of their worldview, an 

unnecessary academic exercise, a far more interesting path 

is to explore how this hollow icon served as a cohesive 

influence in the development of the town of Estero. 

Therefore, rather than trying to fit Teed's hollow 

earth into a history of cartography or analyzing his 

person, I will concentrate upon the culture and landscape 

of Estero. This places my study within the realm of 

cultural geography and allows me to concentrate less on the 

cartographic reality of a hollow earth and more upon the 

cultural landscape of people who believed in it. My 

subjects are the landscape of a society and the people who 

lived within a world that they believed to be concave. 

With the vision of a charismatic leader and the 

trappings of science, a community nearing the twentieth 

century had inverted their world and redefined their 

cosmos. If cellular cosmogony had been the fantasy of one 

man, there would be no story; we might even call it science 

fiction. Dr. Teed, on the other hand, convinced many 

people to believe in his geography and his followers 

created a new community. As a result, they have left an 

interesting legacy in Florida. 
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The Koreshan Unity 

Why study the Koreshan Unity settlement? I believe 

there is much to be learned from this eccentric group of 

Florida pioneers. I will look at the relationship that was 

created between this alternative geography, the technology 

they developed and social control within the commune. 

Without focusing upon the credentials of Dr. Teed and his 

assistant, Professor Morrow, I will study the effect of 

their identification with things scientific in order to 

gain acceptance for their theories. Their use of science 

should really be called scientism, or an association with 

scientific thought without the scholarly rigor. 

This study will depict a nineteenth century utopia 

that was in many ways similar to the better-known Mormon or 

Shaker groups. Since, however, purely geographic studies 

of utopian communities are scarce, I will describe this 

community with a geographic turn that may add to previous 

academic work about the Koreshan group (Berry 1928, Fine 

1972, Mackle 1971, Rainard 1974). 
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Organization of Thesis 

This thesis has five chapters. This introductory 

chapter is followed by Chapter Two, which reviews the 

theoretical basis of this study. In this chapter I will 

review paradigms used in the field of cultural geography in 

order to situate my study within that discipline. 

Chapter Three recounts the historical and geographical 

context in which Cyrus Teed developed his beliefs. I will 

examine how his early life in western New York State may 

have stimulated his belief in an alternative worldview. I 

will also place his ideas in the context of similar utopian 

movements afoot at the time. I then briefly describe the 

formation of the group's ideas within the cultural 

environment of Chicago. Industrial restructuring as well 

other utopian communities in Chicago, such as the Pullman 

worker's town, influenced this group. I then explain how 

the group acquired land in Florida and planned their move 

south. 

Chapter Four will give a brief history of nineteenth 

century Florida including a description of Lee County where 

they would settle. I also describe their plans for New 

Jerusalem, an urban paradise planned for the city of 
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Estero, and recount daily life for the first Koreshan 

settlers. Other American utopias are mentioned here in 

order to compare this community to others that were built 

in the United States. 

Chapter Five describes the community that ultimately 

formed along the Estero River. This is explained in light 

of the Koreshan Geodetic Expedition, a survey that 

demonstrated the Rectilineator and which became the 

scientific justification for belief in a hollow globe. I 

delineate and analyze the landscape created by the Koreshan 

Unity including homes and businesses. In addition to the 

physical description, analysis of the landscape speculates 

that the 'scientific' claims of Teed's geographic beliefs 

helped to unify the group and gave them a cultural icon, a 

hollow globe. 

The conclusion in Chapter Six summarizes the thesis. 

I also reiterate ties created in the first five chapters 

regarding the landscape of the Koreshan town in Estero and 

the nature of social organization there. I revisit 

questions regarding the pseudo-scientific nature of the 

Koreshan geographic thought and how identifying with 

science effected social control within the town. I outline 
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the implications of this study and explain how these 

implications are supported by this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

While geographic analysis of landscape used to 

concentrate only upon the classification and diffusion of 

built form, more contemporary paradigms address questions 

of symbolism, gender, and power. In order to situate my 

study within the traditions of cultural geography, I will 

first review some of the major approaches used to analyze 

and explain the landscapes we study. 

Carl Sauer and the Berkeley school marked the 

beginning of cultural geography in North America and 

created what was essentially an academic template for 

decades. Sauer's ideas stated that the cultural landscape 

is a result of human activity, and he explains so in his 

work, The Morphology of Landscape (1925). His followers at 

Berkeley concentrated on the less industrial areas of the 

Caribbean and Latin America and created a focus for the 

next generation of cultural geographers. Much of the work 

of the Berkeley School was concerned with the material 

landscape and fieldwork was an essential part of this 
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(Jackson 1994). Cultural geographers identified and 

classified artifacts within a society and theorized about 

such issues as patterns of migration and diffusion of 

cultures. This remained a dominant paradigm in human 

geography for decades and was clearly used by Kniffen 

(1965) and Zelinsky (1959) as well as the works of J. B. 

Jackson, editor of Landscape, a journal of cultural 

geography. 

This approach concerned itself with distinctly visible 

parts of the cultural landscape and resulted in the a 

pivotal body of work. One criticism of the Berkeley school 

(Duncan 1980) claimed it failed to acknowledge the agency 

of people and that culture was considered a separate 

entity. That is, the Saurian school considered culture to 

be separate from the life of people or, as geographer Linda 

McDowell has described, culture was "seen as an all

powerful entity, subject to its own logic, which people 

inherit and diffuse" (1994, 149). Criticism and rejection 

of this superorganic concept led to new ways of studying 

landscape, including a humanistic, Marxist, and 'new' 

cultural geography approach. 

Humanists felt that geographic imagination was an 

intimate component of geography and J. K. Wright expressed 
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this as early as 1947. He suggests that human nature, 

curiosity, and creativity plays a part in our professional 

studies: "American geography would grow rather than 

shrink in stature and esteem were we to give greater scope 

to the aesthetic operation of our own imaginations .. .'' ( 80) . 

Lowenthal (1961) enlarged upon Wright's concepts when he 

stated that 

Essential perception of the world, in short, embraces 
every way of looking at it: conscious and unconscious, 
blurred and distinct, objective and subjective, 
inadvertent and deliberate, literal and schematic 
(232). 

In essence, therefore, "anyone who inspects the world 

around him is in some measure a geographer" (221). 

Recognizing the importance of subjective perception 

enlarged the scope of cultural geography to reflect the 

concerns felt during the 1960s. In the book Topophilia, 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan (1974) has shown how individual 

environmental perception interweaves with and changes and 

the meaning of landscape. While this paper studies a 

distinctly peculiar view of the globe, and one that we know 

is factually incorrect, the Koreshan view will be part of 

this geographical study. 

In contrast to the humanist geographers, Marxist 

theorists felt that landscape could not be considered apart 
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from economic systems. Although Marx paid little heed to 

culture (Daniels 1992), an entire school of geographic 

thought was influenced by Marxist ideas. (Duncan and Ley 

1982, Cosgrove 1985). This paradigm shows how early 

capitalism in Europe acted to dissolve the tie between the 

people and the earth and indelibly skewed the relationship 

between human beings and land. Therefore, Marxist 

geographers theorized that the visible landscape is the 

result of class struggle and relationships of economic 

power. Although the Koreshan community tried to integrate 

their communal structure with the mainstream economy, it 

would be faulty to view their culture as part of the 

American economy at large. They were, in fact, isolated 

from the country as a whole and fairly immune from the 

influences of American capitalism. If power was exerted 

upon the cultural landscape, it was the power of a 

charismatic leader rather than the hegemony of capitalism. 

Therefore, 'strict' Marxist theory will not be particularly 

relevant to this study. 

New cultural geographers claim that landscape can also 

be an important component of power within a group. How the 

land appears may be part of an authoritarian discourse that 

exists in pursuit of power; and while some expressions may 
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contest the power structure, others may reinforce the 

status quo. Geographer Jim Duncan(1994) reminds us that 

the representation of power is "articulated through 

different symbols within different social formations" 

(233) . 

New cultural geographers created theories to explain 

the way in which people and land interweave to form the 

visible landscapes we study. These geographers have 

borrowed iconographic theory first used in art criticism 

and applied this theory to the visible landscape (Daniels 

and Cosgrove 1988). This cross-disciplinary approach to 

cultural geography has resulted in some challenging 

studies; even the globe itself has been studied as an icon. 

Geographer Denis Cosgrove (1994) uses this approach to 

explain how the global image plays an important role in 

contemporary society. Since the 1970s when the Apollo 

earth photographs were taken, these images have sparked the 

geographic imagination of contemporary society. But the 

earth photographs have also been used, he states, to 

promote the powerful position of the western world. This 

concept of "simultaneously gazing upon the world and 

mastering it" (272) has made the globe itself an icon. 
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The gaze of the Koreshan followers a hundred years ago 

was probably no different as they admired their concave, 

finite and controllable world. Whether geographers have 

approached global images historically, or in light of more 

recent post-modern studies, the unusual world view of Cyrus 

Teed required its own unique cartography: a hollow globe 

which ultimately challenges the Copernican system. Rather 

than merely documenting the communal landscape, my study 

will try to describe the landscape in terms of symbolic 

meaning. 

Cultural geographers looking for symbolic meaning in 

the built environment use verbal and visual cues to coax 

meaning from what has been called by Daniels and Cosgrove 

(1988) "a complex interwoven history' (1). They contend 

that every culture creates its own world by fusing imagery 

and symbolism. In this way, I will be using the written 

words and visual images left by the Koreshan community in 

order to understand their inverted world. I will argue 

that the demonstration of 'new technology' to prove the 

shape of the earth was instrumental in creating a community 

of followers. By redefining the globe, Dr. Teed inscribed 

his authority upon the world itself; control of 200 people 

was small in comparison. I will explore the imagery used 
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by the Koreshans in order to see connections between their 

geographic beliefs, instilled by their leader, and the way 

Estero was built. 

Feminist theory in geography developed along side 

other schools of thought in studying culture. Early 

suggestions that space may be qendered (Lloyd 1976) seem 

overly simple in light o£ contemporary work about gender 

and space. Feminist alternatives to the single family home 

have been suggested by Dolores Hayden (1981) and these 

questions of gender and housing space are particularly 

applicable to this study. I will touch upon some of these 

issues in studying whether the landscape in Estero reflects 

the celibate and alternative social order of the Koreshan 

Unity. 

Recently postmodern thought has created theories that 

view landscapes as sites of cultural interactions which may 

be created by conflict rather than consensus (Dear 1988, 

Harvey 1989). Postmodernism, as such, has infused cultural 

geography and suggested that there is no one implacable 

truth in scholarly work. This method of geographic 

scholarship analyzes contradictions in the landscape and 

looks for challenges to the status quo. Central to this 

theory is the fact that our culture has become overly 
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complex. In an effort to interpret these societal changes 

and the effect upon the landscape, it has become acceptable 

to use popular expressions of our culture such as 

advertisements and commercial artifacts as empirical 

sources in geographic study. Although postmodern thought 

may not- seem app-ropriate here, there is a shifting and 

contested cartography reminiscent of postmodern 

representation in Cyrus Teed's inverted challenge to the 

Euclidean globe. 

Up to this point, I have presented these geographic 

paradigms in chronological order, but geographer Linda 

McDowell (1994) explains cultural geography differently. 

Rather than adopting a chronological approach, as I did, 

McDowell envisions overlapping schools of thought rather 

than "presenting intellectual history as the inevitable 

replacement of one approach by another; the latter more 

sophisticated than the former" (146). 

By using a multi-faceted framework suggested by 

McDowell's analysis to tell this story, I will be able to 

document the visible landscape as earlier schools did, and 

to recognize symbolism and social issues that may be more 

aptly studied using contemporary theories. This allows 

more freedom in approaching the subject, as one is allowed 
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to acknowledge and utilize the strong points of each 

paradigm without discounting any. 

Therefore, in telling the story of the Koreshan 

presence in Florida, I will apply past paradigms as well as 

contemporary thought to my empirical study. While I will 

describe the landscape, I will also explore the Koreshan 

geographic imagination as the humanists suggest, unwrap the 

symbolism of the hollow globe as the new cultural 

geographers suggest, and address issues of gender and space 

as the feminist geographer might. Therefore, by viewing 

the Koreshan community through a new lens which use a wide 

theoretical foundation, I t .ell the Koreshan story more 

fully, and, for the first time, with a geographer's eye. 
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CHAPTER 3 NEW- YORK AND CHICAGO 

The Burned Over District 

Koresh was born Cyrus Read Teed in 1839. His family 

lived in the upstate New York town of Teedsvi1le, now 

called Trout Creek, in Delaware County (Fine 1975). He 

trained as a physician and became Dr. Teed, but used the 

name Koresh later in life, a biblical name for Cyrus. His 

early years were spent in Utica, an area of western New 

York "seared by the flames of revivalism" (Fine, 214). The 

region has also been called the 'burned over district', a 

term coined by Whitney R. Cross in his study of the 

nineteenth century social history of New York State (1965). 

Referring to western New York as the 'burned over district' 

expressed the notion that "fires of the forest and those of 

the spirit" (Cross, 3) were somehow analogous. Cyrus 

Teed's early life in this area may have sparked his utopian 

vision that later became the Koreshan community. 
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This part of upstate New York is west of the 

Adirondack and Catskill Mountains. Settlers who arrived 

there after the Revolutionary War often joined religious 

groups characterized by fervent revivalism. This was a 

reaction to the rigid congregationalism of the northeast, 

but the era was also characterized by the divergent 

influences of western expansion and nascent industrial 

development (Brewer 1986). 

Evangelistic religious groups of that time included 

the Universalists, Freewill Baptists, Mormons, Quakers, and 

spiritualists. There was a "growing appetite of the region 

for exhibitions of zeal" (Cross, 30). One group to develop 

there was the Shakers, best known for their ritualistic 

dances which gave the sect their name. Of 24 communities 

founded by the Shakers between the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century, all but one of them were located 

between Maine and Kentucky (Hutton 1936) . This would place 

New York State close to the middle of the Shaker influence. 

One Shaker community close to Teed was in New Lebanon, 

New York. There are some documented connections between 

the Shakers and what later became the Koreshan Unity, 

indicating that there was a history of ties between the two 

groups. In 1896, the Guiding Star Publishing House, a 
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Koreshan business, published a pamphlet called Shakers and 

Koreshans Uniting (Evans 1892). This pamphlet includes a 

letter written to Annie Ordway from the Shakers accepting 

her and Dr. Teed as leaders of a new Shaker group. Mrs. 

Ordway, given the name Victoria Gratia by Teed, was given 

permission by the Shakers to teach the principles of 

chastity to new members of their sect. Victoria Gratia 

was one of the founding members of the Chicago group, and 

was given a leading position that was considered the female 

counterpart of Koresh. 

The leader of the Shakers, Mother Lee, was said by her 

followers to represent the embodiment of God in feminine 

form. Their beliefs included celibacy, equality of the 

sexes, and a communal economy, ideas that would later 

appear in the social and economic life of the Koreshan 

Unity. It is possible that the Shakers influenced Teed's 

views on socialistic economies and that his ideas regarding 

gender and celibacy could have been influenced by Shaker 

beliefs as well. 

There were even earlier influences in that part of New 

York State. At the end of the 18th century, Jemima 

Wilkinson formed a group called the Community of the 

Publick Universal Friend. They followed a celibate 
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lifestyle similar to the Shakers and also believed in 

equality for women. She founded a town in New York called 

the New Jerusalem, a name later used by the Koreshans for 

their planned city on the Gulf Coast of Florida (History of 

New York State 1976) . It is not known how long this 

community lasted, but it may have influenced the 

development of Teed's beliefs. 

Thomas Lake Harris was a charismatic leader who 

started a communal society in western New York State as 

early as 1861. He had some ideas that mirrored Teed's in 

some ways. One of his communes called the Brotherhood of 

the New Life was located in Brocton, New York, close to 

Lake Erie, where he stayed until moving his flock to 

California in 1875. Harris taught his followers about 

Divine Respiration, a way of breathing that was supposed to 

help one communicate with God. He claimed to have traveled 

to heaven many times and met his female spiritual 

counterpart, the Lily Queen. As with the Shakers, and 

later the Koreshans, he believed in the dual sexuality of 

God. This concept envisioned a god that included male as 

well as female characteristics. 

The cosmology of Harris was even more unusual than 

Teed's. He believed that death and sin came from Oriana, a 
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planet once part of the solar system, but since destroyed. 

However, he taught that our moon was a vestige of Oriana 

had an evil effect on people. Harris told his followers 

that he had traveled to different planets and had found 

alien life to be superior to ours because they were not 

under the evil spell of the earth's moon. By teaching 

followers to practice 'divine respiration', he claimed to 

protect them from the moon's influence (Kagan 1975). 

Other religious and social movements were developing 

in the United States at the same time, among them 

phrenology and mesmerism (Cross 1965). Phrenologists 

claimed to base their study of human cranial bumps on the 

laws of science. Mesmerism, on the other hand, positioned 

itself between physical science and philosophy and claimed 

it could enhance the power of the mind through trance. 

These quasi-sciences purportedly relied on natural laws to 

direct humanity rather than the whim of God. 

Dr. Teed was quite comfortable, it seems, surrounded 

by these alternative social and religious movements in 

western New York. The Shaker influence has been 

documented, but the social climate probably exposed him to 

some other alternative beliefs. Additionally, as I will 

show, his philosophy combined aspects of many cults into an 

33 



appropriate mix of science and religion and challenged 

ideas about human existence in some of the same ways. 

Teed's New York Years 

Early in his life, the Teed family moved to Utica, New 

York where Cyrus left school at age 11 in order to work on 

the Erie Canal project. He married by the age of 21 and 

had one child, Douglas. Although he had little early 

education, he studied medicine with his uncle, Samuel Teed, 

and then stayed in the Utica area where he had a private 

practice until the Civil War, when he joined the Union Army 

(Carmer 1965). 

After serving in the army, he returned to the area and 

resumed his medical practice. In light of the social and 

religious climate of New York State, it is not a surprise 

that Cyrus Teed turned to alchemy, a pseudo-scientific 

study of disease growing out of medieval practices. Four 

years after the war ended, Teed experienced a psychological 

episode during which he claimed to experience visions about 

the hollow earth. Cellular cosmogony grew from this 

experience (Bickel 1942). 

New York State historian Carl Carmer (1965) describes 

Teed's illumination as an out-of-body experience during 
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which he heard a female voice "coming from his own lips" 

(264). This voice told him that he had been reincarnated 

many times before and that he had a metaphysical duty to 

save the world. Carmer suggests that we keep in mind the 

tenor of the burned-over district when he reminds us that 

it was not at all uncommon for people to have visions of 

one kind or another in those days. Although Teed's 

'illumination' was in 1869, it would be many years before 

he convinced anyone to accept his theory that the earth was 

hollow. (State of Florida, n.d.) 

To date, no one has explained the geographic epiphany 

of Teed, but perhaps he had read Symzonia, a work of 

fiction by John Cleves Symmes published in 1820. (This 

author also wrote "Symmes Theory of Concentric Spheres", a 

work similar to Teed's Cellular Cosmography). Symmes 

himself believed the earth was hollow, but he used a 

pseudonym, Captain Adam Seaborn, to tell the story of how 

one might travel to the South Pole and enter the interior 

world. Not only does Symmes (as Seaborn) describe a hollow 

earth but he also incorporates geographic terminology into 

the book in the following manner: 

I found the latitude this day, carefully computed from 
the sun's altitude, with due allowance for refraction, 
to be 65(o) 17' south internal. (emphasis added) 
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(Symmes 1820, 31) 

Similar to Teed's notion that people exist inside a concave 

cell, this suggests that people live inside as well as 

outside the surface of a hollow sphere. It is called the 

first American utopian novel and predated Teed's theories 

by seventy years. 

In the decades between the publication of Symzonia in 

1820 and Teed's Cellular Cosmogony in 1897, there were 

other alternative theories about the shape of the earth, 

which were published in the United States and in Britain. 

While Teed and Seaborn saw the globe as spherical, albeit 

hollow, other views stated with certainty that we live on a 

flat, motionless plane. At least three authors challenged 

geographic ideas in the 19th century: Dr. Samuel Rowbotham, 

William Carpenter, and John Hampden all thought the earth 

was flat. 

Dr. Rowbotham used the pseudonym Parallax and promoted 

a flat earth theory in his pamphlet called Zetetic 

Astronomy (1849). He even carried out experiments along 

the shores of England, experiments which were meant to 

detect any curvature. To prove his theory, he used an 

instrument that bears a striking resemblance to what Teed 
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used later in the century (see Chapter 5). Some of the 

illustrations of his survey look similar to those late~ 

published by the Koreshan Geodetic Expedition. 

A follower of Parallax, William Carpenter, published a 

document supporting Zetetic Astronomy entitled One Hundred 

Proofs that the Earth is Not a Globe (1885). Proof 33 

states: 

If the Earth were a globe, people-except those on the 
top-would, certainly, have to be 'fastened' to its 
surface by some means or other ... But, as we know that we 
simply walk on its surface without any other aid than 
that which is necessary for locomotion on a plane, it 
follows that we have, herein, a conclusive proof that 
Earth is not a globe (Carpenter 1885, 12). 

This document was published in the United States rather 

than Britain, so apparently Zetetic Astronomy had gained 

adherents on both sides of the Atlantic. But the writings 

of Parallax and Carpenter were not the only flat earth 

theories. 

John Hampden explained in his book The New Manual of 

Biblical Cosmography (1877) that we live on a motionless, 

flat plane suspended in space. His theory was expressed 

rather dogmatically. For example, he wrote that geography 

had promoted nothing but "unintelligible and irrational 

dogmas" (1) and so "Globes Must be stamped into fuel for 
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the furnace" (2). We cannot determine if Teed read any of 

these books or was influenced by them, but the similarities 

to his own ideas do suggest some influence, perhaps 

indirectly. 

Teed's unusual ideas hurt his medical practice in 

Utica and he lost patients because he was considered a 

social and religious dissident. With his business 

failing, in 1880 he moved to Moravia, New York where his 

parents gave him a chance to take over their business, a 

small mop making company. Teed the businessman started his 

utopian community while living there in Moravia by 

recruiting his sister, his cousin and two other women. 

The manufacturing enterprise lasted only two years 

after which Dr. Teed left Moravia and moved to Syracuse, 

New York, and then on to New York City. It is unknown if 

he had any other business interest in the city other than 

his medical practice, but he set out to recruit members to 

join his group (Carmer 1965). 

Teed's Move to Chicago 
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In 1886 Cyrus Teed was invited from his home in New 

York City to Chicago to give a speech before the National 

Association of Mental Sciences in Chicago. This group had 

an interest in how the human brain functioned, and Teed's 

medical training, along with his ability to stir up a 

crowd, seemed to intrigue the Chicago audience. After 

addressing the convention, he was elected president of the 

group. The warm reception and new status among mental 

scientists was incentive enough for him to move there. 

Perhaps this success proved to Teed that his visions were 

valid, because in addition to his position as president of 

the Association, he now set out to fulfill his obligation 

to spread the gospel of Koreshanity and convert the world 

to the new scientific gospel. The San Francisco Chronicle 

even called him the Chicago Messiah. (Mackle 1978). 

In Chicago, he regularly spoke to groups of people 

about Koreshanity and was able to find new members to help 

him promote the belief in a hollow earth. He promoted the 

hollow earth concept not only by speaking to the public, 

but by giving them promotional material published by the 

College of Life, the educational branch of the Koreshan 

Unity organization. The members publishing house also put 

out a monthly magazine called The Guiding Star. This paper 
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tried to enlighten the public regarding the correct shape 

of the earth (hollow) and disseminated words of the messiah 

(Teed) to the people of Chicago. So The Guiding Star 

served as recruitment propaganda and was published until 

1889 when it was replaced by The Flaming Sword. 

Chicago was the first real communal home of the 

Koreshan Unity when they signed a three-year lease on a 

large house where members could live and work. The large 

compound also housed the College of Life educational 

section and the printing business of Guiding Star 

Publishing. Membership soon rose as middle-class 

Midwesterners joined the Koreshan group. Entire families, 

such as Dr. A.W.K. Andrews and his family of five joined 

the group. Many of these people became Florida settlers 

soon, but for the time being they all worked together in 

Chicago. 

Chicago's Utopian Communities 

Chicago in the 1890s was a place of "immense and 

lasting change" (Gilbert 1991, 1) and this change prompted 

a series of utopian, reactionary communities that, in 

retrospect, were very much like the movements in western 

New York. There were urban socio-economic changes as well 
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as a serious economic depression which caused business 

failures and unemployment. The American economic system 

was being transformed and answers to the urban problems 

caused by this transition were difficult. This environment 

made the Chicago area ripe for utopian alternatives as the 

Victorian age was deluged by the modern world of urban 

industrialism. 

For example, in 1883 George Pullman developed his 

model town outside Chicago, an industrial utopia created 

for the workers in his Pullman railway car factory. 

Pullman's social engineering determined the appearance of 

the town which was supposed to "create the impression of a 

special new urban culture" (Gilbert 135). He offered a 

controlled environment where middle-class values were 

encouraged. Pullman's town was meant to insulate 

inhabitants from the industrial neighborhoods around the 

factories and from the meat packinghouses of Chicago. 

Pullman created an urban space with a "clean, moral 

environment, guided by accepted manners" (Gilbert 149). He 

controlled the housing, workplace, commercial areas, and, 

ultimately, the culture of his employees. This 

demonstrated Pullman's beliefs about the effects of the 

physical environment on human behavior and seems, at least 
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on the surface, to be benevolent. But, conversely, and 

with the recent railroad strikes in mind, his company town 

was meant to produce a more passive labor force by 

controlling the landscape and, ultimately, the behavior of 

his workers. 

Thirty thousand trees and shrubs were planted within 

the town and maintained by the company. Streets were named 

after inventors: Morse, Bessemer, Watt, Whitney. This 

pleasant landscape was supposed to create a town that was 

both artistic and scientific. Geographers have studied the 

effect of space upon the social life of people (Dear and 

Wolch 1989) and suggest that the two are interactive; in 

this case, Pullman's use of inventor's names combined the 

authority of science with visions of bucolic landscape to 

provide a docile worker. 

Chicago's industrialization was accompanied by an 

influx of immigrants that made it an increasingly 

international urban area. In the midst of these changes 

the World's Fair took place in 1893. This exposition was 

an event to which almost ten-percent o f the American 

population traveled (Gilbert 1991). Chicago's elite 

influenced the design of a large part of the fair, which 

blended evangelism, the arts, and blatant commercialism. 
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But, as one traveled away from the architectural showcase 

in the center of the fair, exhibits became less controlled 

and more risque. This overly controlled area of the Fair, 

dictated by commercial elements, had a utopian atmosphere 

and is often referred_ to by contemporary writers in 

evangelical terms; it was, in fact, the celestial city of 

"New Jerusalem" (Gilbert 1991, 103). 

This blend of religion and science was demonstrated by 

the Theosophical Congress held at the Parliament of 

Religions Building on the grounds of the World's Fair in 

September 1893. The Theosophical Society was started in 

the United States by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and was 

dedicated to occult and spiritual research (Kagan 1975). 

During this meeting, Mercie M. Thirds gave a speech called 

Links between Religion and Science in which she suggests 

that the two "now stand side by side before the mystery of 

mind" (48). Certainly this echoes Teed's scientific 

religion called Koreshanity. This, along with utopian 

nature of the Chicago World's Fair and Pullman's community, 

probably fueled Teed's ideas that had their genesis in the 

burned over district of Western New York. 

The Chicago years came to an end largely because of 

legal cases brought against the Koreshan leader, Dr. Teed. 
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Sidney C. Miller, president of a Chicago publishing company 

(perhaps a competitor), charged him with alienation of 

affection and the plaintiff sued for damages of $100,000; 

it seems Miller's wife had been convinced to join the 

celibate order. Several days after this case was filed, 

another man, Thomas Cole, charged Dr. Teed with adultery-

Mr. Cole's wife had joined the community as well. A third 

case was filed on May 25, 1892 (Fine 1975). 

To F1orida 

In light of these court cases and negative publicity 

the community was receiving in the Chicago newspapers, the 

group decided to find a new home for their growing 

community. Hearing of a hotel for sale in Florida, Teed 

and three women traveled south to see if the hotel would be 

an appropriate home for the group. They took a train to 

Punta Gorda, a small town on the southwest coast of 

Florida, and from there they were taken by boat to look at 

the property on what is now Pine Island. 

Boats provided transportation in an age when the 

railway had not yet reached that far. Transportation 

problems would continue in this part of Florida as Leroy 

Lamoreux (1967), one of the young members of the Koreshan 
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Unity, remembers. He recounts a one-week trip to Florida 

from Chicago during which they changed trains seven times. 

Although they liked the hotel and the land, the price was 

too high. However, the trip was not a total loss, since 

Dr. Teed lost no opportunity to speak to a crowd and he did 

so in Fort Myers on this visit. 

One of the people attending the lecture was Gustave 

Damkohler, a German immigrant who been deeded over 300 

acres to homestead along the Gulf of Mexico. The Florida 

State Census of 1885 lists the Damkholar family as the only 

inhabitants of the Estero Creek area (State of Florida 

1885) . During the 1890s, there was only one other 

homestead in the sixteen miles between Fort Myers and his 

land. This German immigrant was a pioneer in the true 

sense of the word as he tried to survive in an area 

accessible only by water and miles from the nearest 

settlement. 

The first home Damkohler built there was a tarpaulin 

shelter where the family slept on hammocks and log beds. 

They were self-suff~cient by necessity and raised minimal 

crops of yams and black-eyed peas; they also started an 

apiary to provide honey for the family. Most of their 

food, however, was gathered from the Gulf, which gave them 
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an abundance of fish, clams, crab and oysters. Commercial 

enterprises were less successful in a place so far from 

market, but they tried to sell captured sea turtles, and to 

raise chickens and pineapples. Cash crops such as 

pineapples were often lost to fire, and loose cattle from 

inland ranches would finish off the rest. 

It was suspected that large cattle ranchers set the 

fires to discourage homesteaders from settling in this area 

(although setting these fires may have been a method of 

preventing larger fires by eliminating underbrush) . At one 

point, Damkohler took two weeks to make a round trip by 

boat from Estero to the Monroe County Seat in Key west 125 

miles away in order to register his complaint about the 

rancher's activity; he was told nothing could be done 

(Damkohler 1967). Between regular fires and the long 

distance to any market town, the family never rose above a 

subsistence level provided by farming and fishing. 

Survival proved to be hard for the family as the years 

went on. After the death of his wife, the father struggled 

to keep the youngest, an infant, supplied with milk. The 

other three children would be left alone for days while he 

rowed and poled to Fort Myers in order to buy the necessary 

supplies. Tragically, only one child survived. 
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By 1893, when Dr. Teed spoke to the group in Fort 

Myers, the situation had become dire for Gustave Damkohler 

and his one remaining son. Upon hearing the lecture of Dr. 

Teed, and after a subsequent visit to his land by the four 

Koreshan members, he accepted their beliefs and offered to 

sell the group a large part of his property along the 

Estero River. The offer of a new home in Florida was 

accepted. Three hundred acres were then deeded to the 

Koreshan Unity and Teed returned to Chicago to arrange for 

the transportation of the first Koreshan settlers to the 

Estero River site. 
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CHAPTER 4 FLORIDA 

Arriva1 at Estero 

Allen Andrews {~960), a young Koreshan member who 

moved to Estero in- 189'3, wrote this description of the 

Estero River: 

As we progressed upstream the swampland gave way to 
high pinewoods with a scattering ground cover of saw 
palmettos, followed by still higher terrain with dense 
scrub oak and palmetto growth. Rounding a sharp bend 
in the river, we came suddenly on a little cottage 
perched high on the river bank and almost hidden from 
view by a dense growth of lime, orange and mango 
trees, this being the home of the old German who had 
induced us to locate there, and he greeted us with 
profuse demonstrations of friendliness. 
(Andrews 1950, 6} 

The area he describes was an idyllic wilderness, but 

Florida itself ~n the ~890s was hardly a utopia. 

Despite some military encroachments and settlements 

during Seminole Wars and the Civil War earlier in the 

century, much of the state was still a frontier with an 

undeveloped educational system and little adequate 
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transportation. Following a deadly freeze in 1886, much of 

the citrus crop was lost, a disastrous event in a state 

still largely dependent upon agriculture. This was 

followed by a general economic depression in 1893 (Proctor 

1996). 

Settlement was sparse and life was a challenge. 

·Yellow fever and smallpox epidemics, malaria and mosquitoes 

were all concerns of the south Florida pioneer one hundred 

years ago (Gaylord 1969) . Across the state, on the lower 

East Coast, Fort Dallas was home to only two families after 

the Civil War and would not be incorporated as the city of 

Miami until 1896. Coconut Grove, south of Miami, was home 

to the Brickell and Munroe families who built their homes 

from the salvaged wood of sunken ships (Blackman 1977). 

Twenty miles north of Miamir in Fort Lauderdale, Frank 

Stranahan ran a store and ferry service on the New River. 

Seminoles would arrive in a flotilla by dugout canoe 

bringing pelts and alligator skins from the Everglades 

(Burghard 1968). They traded their goods for manufactured 

products and often stayed for days camped under the oak 

trees or on the porch of Stranahan's store (Mciver 1983) 

While towns on the East Coast of Florida were just 

becoming a source of winter vegetables and fruit, the West 
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Coast town of Tampa was already well-populated and served 

as the center of a thriving cigar industry. Fort Myers, a 

small village south of Tampa, had become the county seat of 

newly formed Lee County {Figure 2) which had voted to 

become independent from Monroe County in 1887 {Godown and 

Rawchuck 1975). Key West had been the political center 

previously and, as Damkholer's story illustrates, political 

control was probably difficult to maintain from such a 

distance. 

Lee County itself was essentially disconnected from 

the rest of the state, a vast area of cypress wetlands and 

undeveloped pine scrub. Only a few homesteaders were 

settling the area, and they would often build their homes 

near the Gulf of Mexico on the remains of Caloosa Indian 

shell mounds (Brown and Brown 1965). The region below the 

Caloosahatchee River-Fort Myers area where the group from 

Chicago planned to settle included the towns of Punta Rassa 

and Naples; offshore were the islands of Estero, Big 

Hickory and Mound Key, as well as vast inland areas. This 

southeastern frontier had little -physical infrastructure 

and the only way to reach it was to travel by boat, as the 
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opening description shows. And this was where young Allen 

Andrews and a small group from Chicago arrived and settled. 

Clearing the land was essential before any building 

could begin, so many younger members and skilled workers 

who were members of the community were called from Chicago 

to do this. One of the early settlers, Leroy Lamoreux 

(1967), only sixteen when he moved to Florida, writes in 

his memoirs of the subtropical heat and of the insects that 

made life unbearable at times. On the other hand, he 

recalls his adventures fishing and trapping when "there 

were vast quantities of fish and lots of game, and not a 

confounded officer to say you're under arrest if you helped 

yourself" (23). 

Sand fleas, rattlesnakes, and sharp saw palmettos were 

also a problem--brush was piled up during the day and then 

was burned at night so mosquitoes would dissipate enough 

for the laborers to sleep. These first people to arrive in 

Estero slept in tents and cabba.ge frond shacks. Meals were 

cooked outside over a fire next to the one-room .battenboard 

cottage owned by Damkohler, the original settler. The only 

drinking water source, a shallow well, was inadequate; 

later the water was blamed for a fever epidemic in the 
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community, and a deeper well was dug in due course. During 

the first years, the dozen or so members who were sent from 

Chicago lived this way. It is hard to imagine this 

unforgiving landscape turning into the celestial city, but 

they cleared the land and made plans for their city to 

emerge from the wilderness. 

Utopian Morpho1ogy 

The imagined layout for the New Jerusalem was based on 

the idea of an urban utopia in Florida. In contrast to the 

myth of Eden as natural and undeveloped, the New Jerusalem 

would be a planned community designed by Cyrus Teed. His 

plan reinforces the concept promoted by geographers Porter 

and Lukerman (1975) that most nineteenth century utopias in 

America tried to rebuild the celestial city mentioned in 

Revelations: 

And he that talked with me had a golden reed to 
measure the city, and the gates thereof, and the walls 
thereof. And the City lieth four square, and the 
length is as large as the breadth; and he measured the 
city with the reed, twelve thousand furlongs. 
(Revelations 21 quoted in Geographies of the Mind 
Bowden, ed.) 

Louis Mumford (1970) reminds us that most utopias 

stress not only authoritarian conformity, but a certain 

hostility to nature which makes it necessary to suppress 
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the natural environment "by geometric or mechanical forms" 

(211). While it is true that utopian plans often called 

for specifically shaped communities or town designs, it is 

interesting to note that few had the inflated vision of 

Teed in planning a community for their followers. 

According to Teed, the city was ultimately to be 

populated by ten million people, all citizens of a 

socialistic order where wealth would be distributed 

according to one's needs and abilities. At a time when 

Miami was only a village and Fort Lauderdale was a smaller 

trading post on the East Coast of Florida, these mid

westerners were planning a new age megalopolis on the Gulf 

of Mexico. In Chapter Three we saw how the idea of 

planning space in order to shape human behavior was clearly 

used in the designs of Pullman's town, but his motivation 

was largely economic. It was not unusual for utopian 

movements to dictate the shape of their communities, but in 

a manner meant to improve the quality of life or the moral 

behavior of the inhabitants rather than economic rewards. 

In either case, the issue of social control is paramount 

and it is visible in a number of other utopian movements as 

well. 
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The Moravians, a German Protestant group, planned the 

space of their communities. Their towns were cooperative 

and were created in a square shape enclosing other smaller 

squares. Each square had a church, housing, workshops and 

schools. Bucolic gardens and grounds were a characteristic 

of these towns and many of them were successful 

financially. Housing was built around a central green area 

where there were promenades for members to spend their 

time. Especially well landscaped were the graveyards. 

Moravian settlements were used as a template for other new 

communities as well. 

Robert Owen, a nineteenth century utopian thinker was 

brought up in Britain near one of these Moravian 

communities but later came to the United States (Darley 

1978). In 1825 Owen created a scale model for the utopian 

community of New Harmony, Indiana. It shows a large 

structure called a phalanstry, or hollow square, 1000 feet 

on each side with towers at the corners and centered along 

the sides. This structure housed a chapel, ballroom, 

concert hall, ~ecture hall, and lounges. The rest of the 

walls were three stories and were supposed to house 

families on the first and second floors and unmarried and 

children on the third floor. In his plan this phalanstry 
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would provide all its needs for members. In reality, New 

Harmony was a rectangular grid plan and only about ten 

homes were ever built (Wilson 1964). 

Elements of this idealistic urban concept existed in 

certain American cities as well; this is what Vance (1990) 

has called "utopian morphology" (275). The effort to 

reshape society by creating a geometric veneer was shown 

most clearly, he feels, in the plans for Savannah, Georgia. 

The grid system there was interrupted by a series of public 

squares that allowed public building space in each of them. 

Panoramic views were important as well. Vance considers 

this one of the first efforts in urban design to improve 

the social condition of people by city planning. 

Not all utopian settlements, however, were specially 

demarcated. For example, Shaker settlements seemed rather 

unstructured. The plan of the Shaker settlement at 

Pleasant Hill, Kentucky had one main road lined by trees 

and several smaller roads at right angles. There is, 

however, a one-acre area called 'Holy Sinai's Plain' 

outside of town (Hutton 1936) which suggests some edenic 

influence. 

The New Jerusalem 
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The plans for New Jerusalem, Teed's name for the 

planned city in Florida, indicate that space was important 

to the conceptualization of the community. This scientific 

religion would be translated into built form by creating a 

city that expressed the ideals of Koreshanity. In order to 

recruit new members to the New Jerusalem, pamphlets were 

distributed in the Chicago area describing a magnificent 

city. 

Estero, the home of the Koreshan Unity on the Gulf 
coast of Florida, is the climax of natural beauty. 
The climate, for both a winter and a summer resort, 
cannot be surpassed in the world; . . . there can be no 
more favorable location. We are in open possession of 
water communication with the entire world, and the 
facilities for the development of industry and trade 
are equal to any on the face of the earth. 
(Guiding Star Publishing House 1895, 1) 

The Florida climate must have seemed ideal to prospective 

members who knew nothing but Chicago winters, and this 

certainly induced some to move south. 

This pamphlet was entitled Scientific Colonization-

Plan for the Immediate Relief of the Masses, and it 

included further plans for the city: it would be 36 miles 

square with ma jor roads 40 0 feet wide. Fruit trees were t o 

be planted al o ng all the major thoroughfares. The shape of 

the town is square, but resists a grid system by many 

interwoven diagonals, circles and o ctagons (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 . The New Jerusalem . Photograph of a 
painting in the Art Hal l of the KSHS Photograph by author. 
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Although the philosophy of the communal city 

explicitly rejected the Euclidean geometry upon which 

directional coordinates are based, the main street running 

north and south was called Meridian Way and the central 

east-to-west street was to be named Parallel Way. 

Interesting, then, that certain aspects of 'normal' earth 

measurement were retained. Perhaps it was not necessary to 

discard the traditional grid of cartography, but only to 

transpose the methodology to an interior world. 

The center of New Jerusalem was planned as a secular 

temple with a domed rotunda surrounded by a moat called the 

Crystal Sea. Radiating from the temple and over the water, 

colonnades were planned which would be connected to a large 

hexagonal building called the Arcadium; this building was 

to have one side open facing east (the significance of this 

is not known) and seven other sides representing various 

types of architecture. Surrounding this architectural 

phenomenon, eight parks would extend outward toward the 

residential part of the city (Herbert and Reeves 1977). 

Descriptions of the architecture and grid are supplemented 

by Teed's ideas about how the city would function. 

The plan for the city itself was rather implausible, 

but some of Teed's planning ideas were not; in fact, some 
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of the ideas for city building actually seem quite 

reasonable. In ecological terms, certain of Teed's ideas 

regarding transportation, sewage removal, pollution, and 

power sources seem quite advanced for the 1890s. 

For example, in the imagined city, there would be no 

pollution. Sewage would not be dumped in the ocean or into 

Estero Creek, a common practice at the time. Instead, 

there would be a system of pipes transporting waste to 

processing center miles away and, after being composted, 

the recycled material would be returned to the soil as 

fertilizer. The air would be clean because new forms of 

power were planned to take the place of steam engines; 

these energy sources were described as "electro-magnetic 

currents of the earth and air" (Guiding Star Publishing 

House 1895, 2). 

Apparently this future did not include the internal 

combustion engine, although roadways planned for the city 

suggest our superhighway system. Roads would be multi

leveled with traffic divided into different levels. Heavy 

traffic (heavy team traffic is referred to, which is 

presumably teams of horses) would be assigned to travel on 

the ground level with lighter traffic above. Commuter 

traffic would be separated from industrial transport and 
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pedestrians would have a right-of-way. Finally, railways 

would be separated from all of the previous categories and 

would be assigned a distinct level (Daniels 1895). 

While this plan involved travel within the city of New 

Jerusalem, international transportation was also 

considered. Trade routes would develop through the Gulf of 

Mexico, and the economy would rely on their coastal 

location. The oceans were considered a public thoroughfare 

over which trade with Mexico, South America, and the 

Caribbean would thrive. Routes to the port of New Orleans 

were planned with a fleet of boats ready to transport 

members to Louisiana and then up the Mississippi River to 

domestic markets. For people who joined the communal 

economic system, their labor would be central to this 

"commercial and maritime nucleus" where "distribution and 

exchange from all parts of the world can be established" 

(Guiding Star Publishing House 1895, 5). 

Until the time that this international trade and 

transportation network was established, members travelling 

to Estero from Chicago were advised to travel by rail to 

Punta Gorda, Florida (Leroy Lamoroux has already told us 

this required seven connections). From Punta Gorda they 

had to take a steamboat to Saint James City, on an island 
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near present day Fort Myers, and then from there they would 

go by smaller boat to Estero. It is clear that the Unity 

had a lot of work to do in the ensuing years to improve 

transportation. If Estero were to become a commercial 

center_, it would require more than just the skills of a few 

dozen young laborers. 

During the first year in Florida, from 1893 to 1894, 

only a few structures were built. These were, by 

necessity, made from cypress logs gathered locally and were 

typical vernacular construction of the time (Herbert and 

Reeves 1977). In addition to Damkohler's original 

structure, which had been built prior to the Koreshan 

arrival, two additional buildings were constructed which 

served as residences for men and women (Figure 4); these 

both had three wings with a central breezeway, cypress 

lathe and palm roofs, and wooden floors. These 

dormitories, along with two barns and a small dock, were 

the beginning of the celestial city in Florida. 

Survival issues involving food, water and shelter 

dominated the first few years of the Koreshan Unity's 

presence in Estero. Labor was expended to clear the land, 

build minimal shelter, and develop skills in subtropical 

agriculture and farming the ocean. The first small 
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Figure 4. Men's Log House Courtey of KSHS 

group had survived the cultural change from urban Chicago 

to rural Florida and plans for the rest of the community to 

move there were in the works. 

The vision for a New Jerusalem in Florida had been 

laid out in detail with the Koreshan globe serving as the 

icon and unifying principle. The members envisioned 

changing not only the world's geographic beliefs, they also 

imagined that the economy of the United States would follow 

them in socialist harmony. As the last decade of the 

nineteenth century drew to a close, the actual economy, 

culture and built form of the Koreshan Unity began to 

emerge. 
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CHAPTER 5 ESTERO 

The people who built Estero were of all ages; more 

women than men, all English speaking, but not all American 

born. They were farmers and teachers, physicians and 

nurses, business people and laborers. They were born in 

Vermont and Texas, Denmark and Russia. (United States 

Census 1910). For this diverse group of utopians, a belief 

in cellular cosmogony was the cohesive spirit behind the 

development of Estero and imbued each member with the 

incentive to work towards building an idealistic society in 

Florida. From the time they arrived in Florida until well 

after the death of Teed in 1908, they continued to build 

homes and businesses. This chapter will describe the 

landscape built by the Koreshan Unity and discuss the 

symbols and contradictions I found while studying it. 

The State of Florida commissioned an architectural 

survey of historical buildings in the 1970s before site 

restoration. This chapter will use the data from this 

historical study as well as archival photos of the early 
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settlement to picture the town of Estero from 1893 to 1908 

when the town went from a wilderness area to a small town 

of 200. In their final report to the state, the 

restoration group including architects Herbert and Reeves, 

conclude that Teed "was the sole architect of the material 

structure of the Koreshan movement" (v) . 

But even though Estero was supposed to reflect the 

new world order of Teed, the landscape is a result of the 

labor of many people. It was built by tropical pioneers 

who they worshipped the charismatic figure of Cyrus Teed, 

but they were people who also reflected the middle class 

urban culture of Chicago. Therefore, reading this 

landscape will show the dominance of Cyrus Teed's 

leadership without excluding the agency of his followers 

and will show conformity as well as contradi c tion. Before 

describing the landscape, however, let me r e call the 

fundamentals of Cellular Cosmogony. 

Cosmology and Science 

The Koreshan Unity believed that the earth and 

universe was finite and that we all exist inside a hol l ow 

orb. Within the center of the ho llow sphere, all the stars 

and planets exist in an enc losed space b e yond our 
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atmosphere. Teed claimed the shell of the earth is many 

miles thick and that we only see the innermost layer of 

earth and water upon which we exist. We survive in this 

layer of oxygen and nitrogen; the next layer is hydrogen 

and the center layer is 'aboron' (Teed 1898). 

I believe Teed's theories seemed genuine to his 

followers because he utilized scientific terminology and 

employed the trappings of scientific thought. From early 

in his career as a medical doctor until his death in 1908, 

he used scientific rhetoric to represent his theories as 

truth. Sometimes the results are incomprehensible. 

We often state the fact of science arrived at through 
analogy, through the definition of phenomena as 
predicated upon the basis of observation involving 
optical illusion, which we are careful to interpret, 
and above all, as founded upon exact geodetic survey 
or earth measurement, wherein we find the initiatory 
premise of universological knowledge. 

(Teed 1902, xii) 

The Koreshans were united by their belief in a hollow 

earth. But for them it was more than a belief; it was a 

scientific fact. Central to the group, then, was the 

scientific survey they conducted -to 'prove' the truth of 

their cosmology. An archival photograph even shows the 

members posing with the rectilineator on the Gulf beaches. 

Therefore, before the bulk of settlers moved to the Estero 

66 



site, a group embarked on a Geodetic Survey to measure the 

earth. This way, Teed could buttress his theories with 

scientific 'data' generated by the survey and thereby 

demonstrate the proof of his theories to the world. 

The Koreshan Geodetic Survey 

During the spring of 1897, four years after the first 

people moved to Estero, members of the community conducted 

the Koreshan Geodetic Survey. They traveled by boat to 

Naples-on-the-Gulf, 15 miles south of Estero where tents 

were set up on the beach and a temporary dining shelter was 

built (Andrews 1950). Surveying equipment had been brought 

from Chicago by members who would participate in the 

survey. 

The challenge for the Koreshan Geodetic Survey 

members, they reasoned, was to measure a perfectly straight 

line-a line that would maintain a steady vertical height 

above a benchmark elevation on the shoreline. If the world 

was a sphere, as the rest of the world believed, the 

distance between the line and the earth would increase by 

eight inches per mile, but if the earth were hollow, the 

distance would decrease by the same distance (Morrow, 64) 
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Their preliminary work attempted to find the 

horizontal direction that survey line would take. Since 

they were measuring one straight line (as opposed to an 

area) the survey would proceed due south along the beach, 

using the average tide level as a benchmark. The survey 

started on March 18, 1897. 

The Recti1ineator 

The Rectilineator was an instrument built in Chicago 

and transported by train and boat to the beaches of 

southwest Florida. Named for the Latin words for 'right' 

and 'line', this it was designed to measure a perfectly 

straight horizontal line. It was designed and built by 

Ulysses Morrow, a member recruited in Chicago, at the 

request of Dr. Teed. This tool would make it possible, 

finally, to measure the inverted geography of Koreshan 

Cosmogony; the Koreshan members believed this technology 

would prove the veracity of Teed's theories. 

The rectilineator was composed of mahogany and built 

as a series of sections. (One section remains and is 

displayed in the State Historic Site.) When these sections 

were precisely aligned to a point above the benchmark mean 

tide line, it was thought that the surveyors c ould measure 

68 



a 90-degree angle accurately for a distance of miles. 

This sectional design made it necessary to attach and re-

attach the pieces as the survey progressed. Since the 

group was traveling in a southerly direction, the northern 

most section would be detached and then re-attached at the 

opposite (southern) end, allowing them to move down the 

coast. The Koreshan Geodetic Survey thought they assured 

the accuracy of their data by aligning each section using a 

plumb line and a level (Andrews 1950). 

In this way, the rectilineator sections were steadily 

leveled and the surveyers progressed south along the beach 

for a distance of four miles. As the weeks went by, 

measurements showed that the horizontal 'air-line' of the 

rectilineator was found to be eight inches closer to the 

ground after the first mile, and by the fourth mile, it 

almost hit the water. 

After years of theorizing about Teed's concave world, 

these weeks of surveying along the Gulf coast in the spring 

of 1897 allowed the group to conclude that the earth was 

ho llow. They did, indeed, live inside. Now that the 

Koreshan Geodetic Survey had proved the shape of the earth 

with scientific certainty, plans f o r building their city 
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could proceed with the authority of the Geodetic Survey 

behind them. 

The Landscape 

Southwestern Florida in 1893 has been described as an 

isolated coastal area devoid of infrastructure and largely 

unpopulated. Even after a small group from Chicago worked 

together to clear land for housing, their efforts showed a 

few buildings in a county still separated from the rest of 

the state. The first buildings were concerned with 

developing an agricultural base for the community and 

included, besides dormitories, a few barns and storage 

buildings. 

Over the next 16 years, from 1893 until the death of 

Cyrus Teed in 1908, the landscape changed dramatically. 

During these years the community progressed far beyond the 

early rudimentary structures and by the turn of the 

century, a relatively complex community had emerged from 

the woods (Figure 5). Enumerating the progress 

chronologically would diminish the complexity of the 
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Figure 5. Koreshan Community 1902 (Herbert and Reeves 1977). 
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communal environment, so for the purpose of this chapter, I 

will turn to architectural historian Delores Hayden. 

In her study of American communal built form, Seven 

American Utopias (1976), she has classified communes as 

representing either the Model Home, the Garden, or the 

Machine. That is to say, each socialist effort had a 

dominant theme which they identified with: a domestic 

paradise, the Garden of Eden, or the utopic machine of new 

technology. The Koreshan Unity at Estero, however, seemed 

to express all three of these elements. Therefore, I will 

classify elements of the landscape in these terms. 

The Garden 

The decorative gardens in Estero were created to 

showcase the beginnings of the celestial city in Florida. 

Plants were collected from surrounding areas and even today 

the botanical specimens at the State Park are noteworthy. 

There were, of course, more practical agricultural projects 

to provide food for the community and to raise crops for 

sale. The site of the community itself was rather edenic

sitting on the banks of the Estero River provided their 

access to the outside world. 
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Figure 6 . Decorative Gardens Courtesy of KSHS 

Bamboo Landing (Figure 7) was built to function as a 

landing place for boats arriving up the Estero River, the 

main route of transportation. Before the county road was 

improved , the most practical way to reach the community 

from was by water . The river was, in essence, the highway 

to Estero. It also created a setting in which visitors 

would be formally greeted by a large stairway and was used 

as a concert hall and stage for celebrations in the town. 

Many other buildings associated with agriculture were 

built as well: storage sheds, a barn and what is termed a 

pineapple shed. The barn was a large structure on the 

outskirts of the settlement and near another smaller 

building called a hog pen. By this time the members had 
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Figure 7. Bamboo Landing. Courtesy KSHS. 

purchased some livestock and both the barn and hogpen were 

close to the pasture. A large vegetable garden nearby 

provided produce for the members. 

The Model Home 

During the first few years, the first large building 

to be constructed was called the founder's house, and it is 

considered even today to be one of the Unity's most 

significant structures. Teed shared his house with Mrs. 

Annie Ordway (Victoria Gratia), the female spiritual leader 

of the Koreshan Unity (State of Florida: The Koreshan Unity 

Settlement) . There were two living quarters on the first 

floor and separate sets of stairs going up to the second 

floor, one for Teed and one for Gratia. In contrast to the 
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log and thatched roof cottages built for most of the 

members, the Founder's House was built from finished wood, 

and wooden shingles replaced thatched palm fronds for the 

roof. 

~ 
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Figure 8 The Founder's House Courtesy KSHS 
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During renovations started in 1905, the appearance of 

the Founder's house changed with the addition of a rococo 

porch, a circular tower, and a brownstone veneer on the 

first floor. The porches of this building served as a place 

to hold parties such as the Lunar and Solar Festivals (the 

birthdays of Cyrus Teed and Annie Ordway) . 

A large dining hall was part of the domestic landscape 

of Estero, and it seated over 200 people. The first floor 
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was used for communal meals, cooking and dishwashing with 

dormitory space on the second and third story (Rea 1994) 

At the time it was built, it was Lee County's largest 

building. It was constructed with the kitchen built 

separately to the rear of the main dining room, presumably 

for fire safety and to keep cooking heat away from the 

dining room. This is where the members gathered for meals, 

with men and women sitting separately. For reasons that 

have not been discovered in this research, Teed joined his 

followers in the dining room but always chose the most 

eastern seat. 

Living space for the rest of the community was built 

as the went on. The Planetary Court (Figure 9) was 

the home of seven women who were appointed by Teed to 

manage the daily affairs of the Unity organization, and it 

has been restored within the historic park. This structure 

had eight bedrooms, the extra bedroom given to Koreshan 

brother who was, in essence, the maintenance man. It was 

a comfortable residence, as the builders knew the 

importance of air circulation, a necessity before air 

conditioning. The bedrooms had exposure to outer walls and 

large windows and wide porches were important during the 

summer heat. 
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Figure 9. The Planetary Court. Courtesy KSHS. 

Additionally, many members' homes were built at this 

time (Figure 10). A number of small individual residences 

were built near the river, and these, in close proximity to 

the brother's bathing beach, were said to house men. 

Although these houses were by no means the size of the 

founder's home, they were comfortable by standards of the 

day. The houses were built with native material of palm 

and cypress and they appear to be randomly placed along the 

river. 

The bakery, built close to the dining hall produced 

hundreds of loaves of bread which served to feed the 

community but which were also sold to those outside the 

community. The second story o f this building also had 

dormitory space for the women. Attached to the bakery 
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were large stone ovens . Baking as well as laundry was done 

communally , and the construction of a laundry building with 

Figure 10. Members House. Courtesy KSHS. 

drying racks outside indicate this. The laundry building 

was a one-story building 75' x 25' that employed six 

people. It is reported that six people were able to do the 

laundry for 200 and census information backs up the concept 

that women were assigned to this duty. 

The Machine 

It is clear from the census of 1900 and 1910 that many 

of the members who moved with Teed to Estero were skilled 
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workers who devoted their talents to the community. 

Printing presses along with trained operators came by train 

and boat from Chicago. Boatbuilders and skilled carpenters 

moved the community forward so that technologically, the 

community developed at a rapid pace. 

In the large machine shops, male members of the 

community built tools and engines for the community's use. 

While the machine and plumbing shops were probably 

exclusively for maintaining the physical structure of the 

community, other businesses such as a sawmill and boat 

building served the dual purpose of maintenance and profit. 

Boats were necessary in the first years of the community 

because of the river access to the community as well as a 

reliance on seafood. The boating concern eventually became 

a business and was housed in a structure on the river. As 

the county road improved and transportation evolved, 

boating became less important to their survival. Although 

all of the businesses are not mentioned here, a concrete 

factory was built in 1905 and provided ornamental 

structures for the community. 

visible in the State Park. 

Some of them are still 

The Art Hall, als o construc ted in 1905, served as a 

community center where the members presented lec tures, 
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concerts and plays. In front of the art hall, sections of 

Ulysses Morrow's rectilineator were exhibited as part of 

the culture and technology of the town 

Figure 11. Art Hall and Rectilineator. Courtesty of KSHS. 

This is also where the 'Pioneer University of Koreshan 

Universology', a school for the younger members, would hold 

classes; it was, in fact, built by the industrial arts 

students as part of their practical studies. In this 

school, the teachings of Koresh formed a basis for a 

liberal arts education that seemed to have a special 

emphasis on music. In such an isolated area and with 

little access to other forms of entertainment, this was 

probably an important leisure activity. They could study 
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in this structure surrounded by the paintings of Douglas 

Teed, son of Koresh, who sold his father's group many of 

his paintings. 

Figure 12. Performance in the Art Hall. (Note painting of 
Teed in the background, right.) Courtesy of KSHS. 

The general store (Figure 13), built in 1903, had, 

like other buildings, a multi-purpose. It was located on 

the banks of the river, and this three-story building 

served as a warehouse, store and dormitory. The first 

floor, where boats could dock, served as a storage space; 

the second story served as a business and post office which 

helped to support the town and the third floor was another 
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dormitory for the women. Th is bu s ine s s was the major source 

of income for the community early in the century. 

13. The General Courtesy KSHS 

The Guiding Star Publishing House was located in a 

large building (Figure 14), and provided not only a means 

for the members proselytize, but was a thriving business . 

Printing presses brought from Chicago and the facility 

contained a photography and an engraving department, a dark 

room , as well as a typesetting department. Since this was 

before electricity, the printing presses were powered by 

steam. Th e business empl o yed 25 pe9ple and provided almost 

as much income as the store did. 
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Figure 14. Publishing House. Courtesy KSHS. 

These descriptions have enumerated the main structures 

of the town . There are other structures about which little 

information exists and these have not been included . For 

example, there were a number of small residences that were 

probably similar to Damkholar ' s original cottage with palm 

roofs of typical vernacular construction, but they did not 

survive. 

Landscape Analysis 

83 



Cyrus Teed was responsible for many of the elements of 

Estero and the community that developed there. He 

formulated the philosophy, with the authority of a new 

scientific geography behind him, that led many people to 

devote years of labor to building the celestial city. They 

donated not only labor but also their money to his cause. 

The village itself would not have been possible without 

this devotion to him and his beliefs. Although the 

isolation of Estero probably consolidated his power within 

the group, other ideas that drove the community are visible 

in the landscape. 

Certainly ideas regarding gender were visible from the 

beginning. As early as 1894, separate dormitories were 

constructed for men and women. The Koreshans believed that 

God was both male and female, and, as the Shakers did, they 

believed in taking a vow of celibacy. The philosophy of 

Koreshanity viewed marriage as a type of bondage for women 

and the nuclear family as an economic system in which women 

are forced to barter their sexuality for economic security 

(Kitch 1989). Their answer to this was to place women in 

an elevated status. 

This is seen in the Planetary Court, which allowed 

women a managing position in the community. By placing all 
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the women with status in one building and by naming that 

building after one of the key elements of his belief 

system, he symbolically placed them in a position of power. 

The grid of Estero reflects the beginning of ideas 

about the New Jerusalem. Although it would have been most 

simple to build a grid system with straight roads, the road 

system that emerges has a series of circles and decorative 

elements. The main road is called the grand promenade. 

There are circles and statues and winding paths all over 

the property. This does, perhaps, presage the celestial 

city of New Jerusalem and the idea that Estero would be a 

world city. 

The dominance of Teed is shown in the structure of the 

founder's house. It overlooked the debarkation point for 

many of the people arriving in Estero. The first structure 

that they would see is the leader's house overlooking the 

river. His birthday was celebrated on the porch of the 

house. Later in the development of the community, the 

workers created imitation brownstones made of concrete to 

cover the exterior of the home. The materials for his house 

were superior to those used on other houses. None of these 

elements are present in the other structures, and indicate 

his dominance. 
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Other elements of the landscape reflect the 

environment itself. Since the property was accessible most 

easily by water during the early years, many of the 

buildings are located on the river. The nature of the 

businesses themselves reflect that fact that this was a 

self sufficient rural community on the water: 

boatbuilding, fishing, baking and agriculture. Other 

elements simply reflect pioneer life itself and are self

evident-certainly the barns and hogpens are peripheral to 

the decorative elements of the landscape 

There is a surprising amount of the landscape that 

does not conform to the dictates of Teed. It is 

overstating the nature of the community to say that his 

authority was contested, but, like any attempt to dominate 

the landscape, the visible landscape is never purely ideal. 

For example, their ideas about gender are disproved by 

looking at the 1900 and 1910 census of the United States. 

Cyrus Teed is not listed on either census. His sister, 

Emma Norton, however, is noted to be the Directeress. 

Other women have listed the following as occupation: 

laundress, teacher, housekeeper, and nurse. Men list their 

occupations as mechanic, farmer, engraver, business agent 

and business executive. It appears that the dual godhead 
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of Koreshanity did not affect the position of women within 

the occupations of the community. Women and men held 

positions that were in accordance with Victorian gender 

roles. 

As mentioned earlier, many of the female members were 

housed in dormitory space above the dining hall, bakery and 

store. In addition, many single homes were built by 

individuals and housed one or two members, usually men. 

Rather than being built along the planned grid of Teed's 

New Jerusalem, however, the individual homes were built 

rather casually in an area removed from the center of the 

village. They also exhibited an individuality that one 

might not expect in a communal environment. Although Teed 

directed many aspects of the landscape, apparently he did 

not feel that individuality could be completely repressed. 

Additionally, although celibacy was one of the core 

beliefs of the community, marriage was allowed and many 

families joined the group. These people lived away from 

the central area and were probably responsible for 

increasing the land holdings of the Unity to a peak of 

7,500 acres in the surrounding areas by taking advantage o f 

homesteading laws. 
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The most obvious contradiction in the landscape is the 

successful businesses they developed. Although this 

community was supposed to be socialistic, they carried out 

many capitalist endeavors and were successful in many of 

them. It has been noted that the general store was a main 

source of income and the printing business was successful 

for years after the leader's death. 

It is apparent that although Teed played a large part 

in developing the landscape of Estero, other factors played 

a role as well. The environment itself determined many of 

the decisions involving the landscape. However, 

individuals as well as the influences of society itself 

also had a certain part in deciding what the area would 

look. 

Despite the recruiting efforts of the community, the 

population was never more than several hundred including 

inhabitants of Estero who were not part of the celibate 

inner circle. The Koreshans tried to expand their beliefs 

beyond Florida and had acquired a furniture factory in 

Bristol, Tennessee as well as acreage near the Indian River 

in southeastern Florida. Little is known of this property 

or even if any member ever lived there. There was also, 
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purportedly, a community in Maryland and offices in 

Washington, DC, but Estero remained the world headquarters. 

The death of Cyrus Teed in 1907 signaled a breakdown 

of the hierarchy within the organization; one part of the 

community moved to Tennessee while some remained in Estero. 

As members left the community to marry or to move back 

north, the remaining members of the community in Florida 

celebrated the birthday of Cyrus Teed and printed their 

newspaper, The American Eagle, for decades. As the 

population aged, many of the buildings fell into disrepair 

but as World War II approached, there were still a few 

Koreshan members living in Estero. This small group 

accepted the application of a young teacher from Germany 

who adhered to their philosophy and emigrated from Europe 

to join them. This woman, Hedwig Michael, was the last 

Koreshan member and is the one responsible for donating the 

acreage to the State of Florida. She died in 1974. 
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CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSION 

This paper has studied the landscape and beliefs of a 

communal society. The narrative has focused upon the 

imaginative geography of the Koreshan Unity--a view of the 

world that envisions the earth to be a hollow shell. I 

have also described the New Jerusalem, a utopian city they 

hoped to build, and Estero, the actual town that emerged 

from their thoughts. 

The Koreshan Unity was part of a larger movement in 

America's past that sought to perfect society, a search for 

perfection that reappears throughout American history and 

city building. Utopian communities, however, are often 

thought of as an odd sideshow to this American pursuit. 

This thesis has added to the few geographic studies of the 

American utopian landscape by trying to understand a small 

group of people who, like in so many American towns, tried 

to create a perfectly structured world. 

The words of ge ographer Yi-Fu Tuan (1974), seem to 

appropriately express this search for perfection: 

Human beings have persistently searched for the ideal 
environment. How it looks varies from one culture to 
another but in essen c e it seems to draw on two 

90 



antipodal images: the garden of innocence and the 
cosmos. The fruits of the earth provide security as 
also does the harmony of the stars which offers, in 
addition, grandeur. So we move from one to the other: 
from the shade under the baobab to the magic circle 
under heaven; from home to public square, from suburb 
to city; from a seaside holiday to the enjoyment of 
the sophisticated arts, seeking for a point of 
equilibrium that is not of this world. 

Search for a perfect world brought Teed and his 

followers to the subtropics a century ago, but their focus 

was not on Florida as such, but the on stars they saw above 

as they looked up into the center of the finite universe. 

For the Koreshan members, their magic circle, their point 

of equilibrium, was in the image of a hollow earth. 

Although we know that their universe was only imagined, a 

number of interesting implications have emerged from 

studying the Koreshan Unity. 

The implications of this thesis touch upon several 

geographic issues. First, it is a unique study in how a 

geography itself (although false) became the core of a 

belief system and social movement. Furthermore, the 

'scientific' technology used to prove their concave 

geography became an element that created cohesion and 

social control within the group. Although this is an 
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extreme example, the dominant discourse within Koreshanity 

was buttressed by the identification with things 

scientific. This study also provides an extreme example of 

how 'science' is always influenced by the beliefs of those 

using its methodology-it is always, in some way, a 

subjective process. Finally, the control created by the 

geography and technology of Cyrus Teed was never completely 

uncontested. 

statements. 

I will elaborate briefly on each of these 

A Geographic Utopia 

The Koreshan leader, Dr. Cyrus Teed, grew up in an 

area of New York State filled with utopian thought and 

unusual religious movements. Early in the formation of the 

sect, he moved from New York to the urban Midwest where the 

group was surrounded by the social visions of Pullman and 

the international focus of the 1893 world's fair. All of 

these influences played a part in development of the 

community in Estero, Florida. 

Nevertheless, it was always the vision of a hollow 

earth that provided the central belief of Koreshanity; the 

earth's geography was a core tenet of their social and 
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spiritual life. "We live inside" was a slogan they 

believed and which Teed proved to them in the spring of 

1897 by conducting the Koreshan Geodetic Survey. The 

people within the Koreshan community felt that they 

possessed a geographic truth in which the universe had 

specific, finite order and their special knowledge united 

them. 

Science, Technology and the Hollow Globe 

From the very beginning, Teed claimed that his new 

order was a science: the science of cosmogony. Discoveries 

during the nineteenth century were impressive and revealed 

certain truths about the way the universe was put together. 

To identify with scientific methodology only reinforced 

Teed's power within the group. For example, the federal 

government had surveyed the coast of Florida and members of 

the federally funded United States Geodetic Survey did so 

with the permission of Washington. By calling his group 

the Koreshan Geodetic Survey and associating with the 

authority of federal government, the Koreshan geographers 

would make their effort more legitimate. The invention of 

a new surveying technology, the rectilineator reinforced 

93 



this image. Archival photographs show the rectilineator 

displayed in front of the art hall; and while the survey 

was still taking place, members posed on the beach with 

their new instrument. 

Teed quite clearly conformed to many aspects of 

charismatic leadership analyzed by sociologist Edward Shils 

(1965). By claiming that Koreshanity was a science as well 

as a religion, Teed linked the secular and the sacred, thus 

suggesting his connection to the divine. According to 

Shils, charisma involves being perceived by others as 

indelibly connected to "some very central feature of man's 

(sic) existence and the cosmos in which he lives" (201). 

Since the globe is the central geographic feature of our 

existence, redefining its shape placed this leader in a 

particularly powerful position. 

The desire to order the universe, as Teed did, fits 

this description as well, as Shils goes on to say 

The generator or author of order arouses the 
charismatic responsiveness. Whether it be God's law 
or scientific law, an ordered cosmos or any 
significant sector thereof awakens the disposition of 
awe and reverence, the charismatic disposition. 
(203) 
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Teed created the hollow earth idea. He ordered the 

Koreshan Geodetic Expedition. He led the move to Estero 

and determined the lay of the land. Without this 

scientific 'ordering' of his universe, he would not have 

had the charismatic leadership to hold the community 

together. 

The appearance of technological superiority, such as 

Teed tried to demonstrate with the Koreshan Geodetic 

Survey, can be a formidable influence in society. Teed 

reinforced his power to lead the people and dominate the 

space of the community in many ways. He identified with 

the sacred by calling himself Koresh and couched this 

persona in scientific rhetoric to promote his geographic 

ideas. This scientific religion for the New World was 

meant to create an aura of power. Certainly combining 

religion and science was important to maintaining 

unquestioned influence. He gave the group a unique place 

in the universe, by giving them a special knowledge 

gathered scientifically. 

Subjectivity, Science, and Scientism 
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Although the Koreshan Unity is an extreme example of 

misusing science, it does serve to illustrate that science 

and technology can be manipulated subjectively. 

Christopher P. Tourney (1996) has explored the culture of 

science in his book Conjuring Science: Scientific Symbols 

and Cultural Meaning in American Life. He exposes cultural 

issues that 'conjure' science, or use the symbols and 

authority of science to promote extra-scientific agendas: 

... science may well be distorted by individuals who 
borrow jagged pieces of it to brace one belief or 
another by appealing to the plenary authority of 
science. (47) 

In exploring what he calls the anthropology of 

science, Tourney postulates that there is a certain 

authority intrinsic to science and, furthermore, that this 

authority may be usurped by people without holding them to 

any acceptable standards. He states that this power 

... can be invoked to endorse or enhance ideologies, 
commodities, and policies, regardless of whether they 
are grounded in science, by deploying the symbols of 
science. (59) 

Symbols and terminology used by the Koreshan Unity 

were borrowed from geography itself and therefore suggested 

scientifically sound reasoning; this along with visual 
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symbols such as a precise depiction of the inverted 

universe, and display of the hollow globe, helped to 

reinforce Teed's power. 

The Contested Nature of Contro1 

Although I have explored ways in which the Koreshan 

philosophy became visible in the landscape, it is important 

to know that the leadership of Cyrus Teed and the dominance 

of the Koreshan dogma were never complete. There are many 

examples of ways in which the community became less a 

vision of Eden and more a small, rural Florida village made 

up of several hundred individuals. 

This individuality was expressed economically, 

socially and personally. Many members chose to reject the 

tenet of celibacy and remained within nuclear families, and 

some people left the community completely to start their 

own families. It is thought that many descendants of these 

Koreshan members still live in the Estero area. 

Economically, the socialist state upon earth was never 

closely realized in Estero. They could be termed, more 

accurately, successful capitalists. The members ran a 

sawmill, boat building and printing business. They started 
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the first general store to serve the surrounding coirununity 

and later created a restaurant and hotel business in the 

same building. At one point much later, a tea garden was 

built for as a tourist stop on the county road. 

Socially, although many buildings were intended to 

house members in dormitories, many of the male members 

built small cottages along the river and did not live 

communally. Also, equality for women claimed by the 

Koreshan philosophy was tempered by the Victorian values of 

the day that proscribed certain vocational roles for women; 

the census supports the fact that occupations were 

segregated by gender (United States Census 1910). 

The Koreshans rejected urban middle-class life in the 

industrial Midwest in order to find a perfect world. They 

saw the Florida subtropics as a home for the New Jerusalem 

and worked together to build that future within a world 

they believed was hollow. They brought their new geography 

to the subtropics and watched as the Koreshan Geodetic 

Survey provided scientific proof to . them. Proud of the 

unique knowledge they possessed through their advanced 

methods of measuring terrain, they proceeded with 
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confidence to build their celestial city. What emerged, 

however, was as individual as the people themselves, 

overseen by Cyrus Teed but never really possessed by him. 

Estero, Florida: 1999 

It is over a hundred years since Cyrus Teed led his 

group to 300 acres in the wilderness. Today, a shopping 

center sits just across the highway from the Koreshan 

buildings, and corporate developers plan a luxury golf 

complex on former community land. But within the 

boundaries of the Koreshan State Historic Site, if you walk 

far enough away from the highway, down past the camping 

sites and look out over the Estero River, one can imagine 

just for a moment what life must have been like there a 

century ago. 

You can imagine their life even though the river has 

become overgrown in spots and the sunken gardens have dried 

to just a depression in the grass. But the founder's house 

still overlooks the Bamboo Landing and has been partially 

restored to the original structure that Koresh and Victoria 

Gratia shared. The house of Gustave Damkohler, the German 

immigrant and original homesteader, stands by the river. 
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The Planetary Court, home to the women who managed the 

community, still contains some of the original furnishings; 

inside, the dusty sunlight illuminates a bench carved for 

them by one of the boat builders. 

Leaving the women's dormitory to walk past the bakery 

and towards the general store, down a path meant to be the 

grand promenade of a celestial city, a stillness among 

these old buildings suggests to me that there is more to 

tell. I hope this limited exploration of Estero has 

brought to light some small aspect of the community's life, 

their relatively brief stay in Florida, and the strange 

moment when geography was turned inside out by Cyrus Teed. 
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