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The Kentucky Shakers were distinct from those of Ohio and the Northeastern 

United States because they were products of the cultural environment of the Upper 

South. The variation originated in the country's settlement and migration patterns. 

People with similar cultural backgrounds tended to concentrate and migrate together. 

As the western frontier expanded, settlers with more socio-cultural commonalities 

tended to migrate in similar patterns and maintain a sense of cultural cohesion in the 

newly opened westward frontier. We can observe the similarities between the 

Kentucky Shakers of the Pleasant Hill and South Union villages and their Southern 

neighbors by analyzing cultural commonalities. Examples of cultural indicators 

examined for evidence of regional variation include: folkways, organizational and 

leadership patterns, foodways and political environments. Material culture, including 

architecture, furniture, clothing and textiles are also considered in the regional 
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comparison between Kentucky's Shakers and the remainder of the sect. The Kentucky 

Shakers were in a very unique environment, as no other Shaker settlements were 

situated in a slavery territory. Their geographical locale, in a strategically critical 

border area during the Civil War, caused the Kentucky communities to endure 

significant hardships not experienced by other villages during the War Between the 

States. In many ways the Shakers of Kentucky had more in common with their 

ne ighbors of the Upper South than they did with the other members of their sect in Ohio 

and the Northeastern states. These differences with the remainder of the sect caused 

considerable problems for the Kentucky Shakers. The cultural variations of the 

Kentuckians were also sources of rich uniqueness that made the Southern Shakers 

perhaps the most fascinating adherents to the religious movement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

"The Shakers are very much like the inhabitants of the section of the country 

where they reside" Elder Henry Blinn (1897:68), a Shaker leader ofNew Hampshire, 

wrote at the end of the 19th century. Elder Blinn's words correspond ideally to the thesis 

of this study: the Kentucky Shakers were different from the rest because they were 

products of, and actors within, a Southern cultural environment. The Shakers of 

Kentucky were similar in ways to those of southwestern Ohio, but they were vastly 

different from most other members of their sect who inhabited the villages of New York 

and New England. Their cultural practices and situations of everyday life were different, 

and were expressed in their leadership styles, organizational structures, folkways, 

foodways, and material objects. The Kentucky Shakers were in the most unique social 

environment of the sect' s domain, living in the Upper South among slavery and hardships 

of the Civil War. 

Shortly before her death in 1784, Ann Lee (the divinely inspired founder of the 

Shaker movement) prophesied that the next opening of the Shaker gospel would be in the 

southwest. She stated that it would be of great distance and be a great work of God. 

Ann's vision became a reality within scarcely more than two decades after her death with 

the founding of the Southern Shaker villages of Pleasant Hill and South Union in 

Kentucky. Other villages were founded southwest ofMother Ann's New York home and 

the hub of Shakerism, in Ohio (Union Village, North Union, White Water, and 

Watervliet) . Though the Kentucky and Ohio villages had more similarities with each 

other than with those of the Northeast, they also had significant differences. ln order to 



understand the dichotomous situation, first an introductory background on the Shaker 

movement will be presented, followed by an overview of this study. 

The United Society of Believers in Christ's Second Appearance, commonly 

known as Shakers, had roots in Manchester, England, where its founder and leader, 

Mother Ann Lee, received a vision ofthe Millennia! Church. Mother Ann is said to have 

felt the spirit of God was within her; she and her small band of followers, known as 

"shaking Quakers," believed that God had manifested divine authority in Ann. It was 

from this base that the Shakers were born. Mother Ann and her followers came to 

America in May, 1774 aboard the Mariah. They settled on a tract of land on the Hudson 

River called Niskayuna, the first American home of the Shakers. This tract of land near 

Albany, New York (called Niskayuna but later named Watervliet) became the base for 

Ann's evangelical ministry. Watervliet, New York was the starting point for vast 

evangelical missions throughout the Northeast, spreading the millennia! gospel. Ann and 

her fo llowers were fortunate to arrive 25 years on the heels of a Great Awakening that 

had taken hold of New England. The wake of the revivalist spirit was a catalyst evoking 

many conversions to the Shaker faith. This same reaping from revivalism would be 

duplicated in the southwestern Shaker communities. 

The Shakers' central beliefs consisted of the idea that Mother Ann Lee was the 

female man ifestation of the Christ spirit, as Jesus was the male incarnation. This 

conviction was the basis for the Shaker policy of e.quality based on gender in all 

concerns, even though scholars have reevaluated the level of actual parity present, 

especially among the early Shakers (Brewer 1992; Humez 1991; Nickless and Nickless 

1987). Other principle Shaker practices consisted of celibacy, obedience to the Ministry 

(leadership), regular confession of sins, communitarianism and joint ownership of 

resources, and strict social order. 

Mother Ann's evangelism, combined with a growing inner-circle of skilled 
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leaders, found the New England states eager for the Shakerism as the remnants of the 

First Great Awakening had cooled. Revival participants whose religious experiences had 

peaked earlier were sometimes eager converts to this new faith, beginning a tradition of 

Shaker missionaries drawing from the remnants of revivalism in America. By 1795 there 

were eleven New England Shaker villages spread among New York, Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, Maine, and New Hampshire. 

Two distinctive offspring of Mother Ann's legacy were the Southern Shaker 

villages of Pleasant Hill and South Union, Kentucky. These two communities were in the 

South, whereas the other permanent Shaker villages were in the Midwest, New York, or 

New England. What makes Kentucky part of the South? The question calls for a brief 

operational defmition of the 19th century South. No one would doubt the former states of 

the Confederacy were part of the 19th century South: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, 

Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia 

(including present-day West Virginia). A common thread between these states was 

slavery, which was driven by the agricultural economic system of the region. 

Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri were slave states that remained 

within the Union, though they had varying degrees of Southern characteristics in 

common with the Confederate states, which fluctuated over time. In the colonial era, 

Delaware had an economy significantly based on slavery reliant agriculture, though the 

state transitioned to resemble its northern neighbors in the 19th century. Maryland was 

also a slave state, though it shifted its cultural alignment more with the north by the mid 

1800s. Missouri was a slave state, entering the Union in a time of considerable turmoil 

over the institution. Missouri overall became more culturally aligned with the Midwest, 

though the southern quarter of the state has retained its Southern cultural ties to the 

present. This leaves Kentucky, the slave-holding border state that was more culturally 

aligned with the states of the Confederacy than with her Midwestern neighbors to the 
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north. Kentucky had a considerable slave population, significantly more than other 

border states (Randall and Donald 1961 :598-599). 

Twenty four percent of Kentucky's inhabitants in 1860 were slaves. For 

comparison, the percent of inhabitants in slavery for some other Southern states in 1860 

were: Virginia - 30%, Tennessee- 33%, Alabama - 45%, and Mississippi- 55% 

(Randall and Donald 1961 :598-599). Though predominance of slavery is not entirely 

synonymous with the South, it certainly indicates social and economic commonality 

linkages. The characteristics or inhabitants, social connections, economic ties, and 

similarities between the cultural systems place Kentucky in a closer alliance with her 

Upper South neighbors of Virginia and Tennessee than any other state. As examples of 

Kentucky's inclusion in the scholarly discourse of the South, the state is prominently 

incorporated into the Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, and The Routledge Historical 

Atlas of the Southern United States (Frank 1999; Kleber 1992; Wilson and Ferris 1989). 

The foremost reason for Kentucky' s Southernness is rooted in the heritage of the 

state's settlers. Kentucky was originally a western parcel of Virginia, but as the 

population grew the territory gained independence and joined the Union in 1792 as the 

151
h state. The Virginia heritage, combined with substantial early migration from the 

mother state and North Carolina, transferred cultural practices and ideologies into the 

Commonwealth of Kentucky. Within 15 years of statehood, Kentucky encountered 

another migration of missionaries from the Shaker movement, a relatively new religious 

sect from New England. By 1810, two Shaker villages were established in Kentucky and 

they quickly grew with an influx of converts from the aftermath of a great frontier 

religious revival. This reaping from revivalism was similar to what occurred in the initial 

years of the movement in New England. Kentucky provided a unique setting for a 

synthesis of the Shaker creed with the Southern cultural environment of the early settlers 

in the Upper South region. 
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In examining the cultural context of the Kentucky Shakers, we must consider two 

important aspects of community. First is the connection to their physical environment, 

and the socio-cultural conditions and activities of the community members that created 

material manifestations, such as furniture and architecture. These connected members and 

provided physical representations of the Shakers to each other and also to people of the 

world (Brown 2002:2-3). The second sense of community is a sense of social and 

psychological interconnection (or as the Shakers would deem, union) among members. 

Aspects of community in common encompassed by the second sense include histories, 

practices, rituals, and interpretations. This second sense of community traversed 

boundaries; even as Shakers left the sect, they still carried socio-cultural aspects of the 

community with them (Brown 2002:3). 

The intermingling of a religion with a belief system forged from a New England 

ideological base, combined with the dissimilar cultural heritage of Kentucky's local 

converts created a unique challenge for the sect's leadership in New York, and their 

representatives at each of the Kentucky Shaker communities. Considering larger regional 

variations, Kentucky and New England had significant variances in political traditions. 

These, combined with divergent legal and organizational propensities with the New 

York-based sect, created a strained atmosphere for the first several decades of Shakerism 

in the South. Further complicating the organizational cohesion were communication 

problems due to poor transportation and technology. Interaction between the Northeast 

and South was exacerbated by the intermediary villages of Ohio, which buffered the 

interaction between the Kentucky and New England Shaker leaders. 
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As indicators of social differences, examination of both nonmaterial and material 

culture patterns can reveal diversity. Such diversity both in the Shaker communities, and 

among their surrounding environments, reveal that the individual villages more 

resembled their neighbors than each other. Examples of nonmaterial culture examined in 

this study include organizational structure and leadership, political-legal tradition and 

environments, and folkways- including foodways and language patterns. Material 

culture aspects considered include: furniture, textiles, and architecture. 

In examining the movement of cultural practices, particular attention in this 

analysis is given to diaspora. Diaspora refers to the migration (forced or voluntary) of 

people from their homeland to another location and the associated cultural practices and 

beliefs they bring with them. In this study four diasporic movements are highlighted. 

Two international diasporas include the movements of Europeans and Africans to North 

America. Domestic diasporas consist of settler migration from the eastern costal areas to 

the western trans-Appalachian frontier, and New England Shaker leaders' dispersal to the 

south and west. Diaspora also takes into account the social interaction with those 

encountered in the new location. These mass movements of peoples significantly 

impacted the nonmaterial and material culture patterns of the Kentucky Shakers. 

An analysis of Southern Shakerism would not be complete without consideration 

of the impact of the African diaspora and slavery on both the sect and the cultural imprint 

of the region. The significant African heritage of many things we deem as Southern 

cultural staples (foodways, music, agricultural practices, language, etc.) is highly ironic, 

considering that in many ways the regional iconic legacy resulted from slavery. The 

Shaker organization encountered more ideological paradoxes in their Kentucky 
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communities than anywhere, due to the cultural differences. For example, how could an 

abolitionist sect handle slaveholding members, or what about blacks who wanted to join? 

In a state were slaveholding was a norm, related issues caused considerable stress within 

the social structures of Shakerism. 

A fmal difference to consider was the actual impact of being the only Shaker 

villages in the midst of the Civil War. Both Presidents, Abraham Lincoln (Union) and 

Jefferson Davis (Confederacy) were Kentucky natives, symbolizing the paradoxical 

nature of the state in the conflict. The Shakers were caught in the crossfire: being 

abolitionists caused suspicion from Confederate sympathizers, while their pacifist stance 

riled the Union majority of the state. While under siege from troops of both sides, the 

Kentucky Shakers also repeatedly endured prejudice and condescension from their own 

sect's Northeastern leadership. 

Contrary to the whitewashed popular belief, the Shakers were not angels; instead 

they were humans who were influenced as much from their immediate social 

environment as by the doctrinal uniformity that the New York leadership so strongly 

desired. Shakers were not homogeneous, contrary to contemporary popular views and 

significant scholarly work (especially prior to 1990) often assumed. The movement was 

made up of individual people who came to the sect for various reasons, but who were 

almost always socialized prior to their entry with regional influences that remained below 

the secondary Shaker layer. 

As individual Shakers were products of their environment, they were highly 

subject to regional influences. Various geographic cultural forces created atmospheres 

favorable for variation between communities. The label "Western Shaker" so commonly 
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utilized in scholarship on Shakerism to refer to Kentucky and Ohio Believers1 is too 

simplistic to capture the diversity of the villages in these two states. Not only were there 

observable variations between the Kentucky and Ohio Shakers, but also there were 

considerable differences between the two Kentucky villages of Pleasant Hill and South 

Union. Similarly, the North Union, Ohio community (near Cleveland) was quite 

different from the cluster of villages in southwestern Ohio. The differences between 

these communities were due to patterns in the backgrounds of those who joined, which 

were highly influenced by social and physical environmental contexts. 

1 Believers (short for the formal name of the religion- The United Society of Believers in Christ's Second 
Appearing) is a term that Shakers and scholars often use to refer to members of the sect. 
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CHAPTER ONE-PATHWAYS TO KENTUCKY 

People are connected physically and socially to the land they inhabit. The land is 

the spatial adhesive that bonds inhabitants to one another, serving as a conduit for values, 

norms, ideology, folkways, and material items to be shared. Addressing the connection 

of people to place is a key component to understanding evolution and movement of 

culture over vast distances through time. Culture is carried by humans over all 

landscapes: oceans, deserts, rivers, forests, mountains, fields, and prairies. The Shakers 

and their neighbors were products of the lands they migrated from and inhabited, as were 

their ancestors who mostly emigrated across the Atlantic after sailing from Europe's 

shores. Because of their celibate doctrine very few Shakers were born into the sect, as 

most converted to the religion from "the world." Individual Shakers were products of 

their geographic environment first and secondarily socialized within the religion. Before 

we can examine Shaker regional differences, first we must explore historical differences 

between people and their practices in different areas of the United States. 

Immigration, Settlement, and Regional Cultural Distinctions 

The term diaspora is rooted in Greek, meaning to scatter seed, but has since been 

utilized to refer to the displacement or migration of peoples from one location to another. 

In th is migratory pattern, people bring along their ideas, cultural background. and 

sometimes material objects. Though diaspora usually refers to transnational migration, it 

can also be used to address internal migration within a nation, especially in cases where 
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people from specific regions move in similar patterns and inhabit new areas. l call this 

internal migration pattern, along with the movement of ideas and material culture, 

domestic diaspora. Domestic diaspora is important to regional cultural patterns of 

migration, and especially critical in the overlay of a specific sect such as the Shakers. A 

work of particular relevance is a recent study on Jewish domestic diaspora into the 

American South (Ferris and Greenberg 2006). Before addressing cultural aspects of 

domestic diaspora among the Shakers, we will examine the origins of the great 

immigration to North America and domestic inhabitancy patterns from the eastern 

seaboard to the frontier. 

Though predominantly English, the settlement of the North American territory 

that would eventually become the United States was settled by peoples from several 

western European nations. In addition to England, significant numbers of immigrants 

had national backgrounds of Dutch, French, Finnish, German, Irish, Scotch-Irish, 

Swedish, and Welsh. In addition to European immigrants, the colonies were filled with 

waves of Africans, brought to the new world in slavery to support increasing agricultura l 

endeavors (Gastill975; Mitchelll978; National Geographic Society 1988:37). 

Different immigration and settlement patterns characterized Europeans who arrived along 

the eastern seaboard ofNorth America. The varying traditions of these immigrants and 

the social and physical interactions with their new environment fostered both 

maintenance of Old World cultural traditions and an atmosphere for gradual social 

change. 

As waves of immigrants came to North America they tended to follow settlement 

patterns correlated with their European country of origin. Though immigration habits 

10 



were not universal, there tended to be observable movement patterns that resulted in 

groupings of people originating from the same areas of Europe residing in certain 

territories of North America. There was a significant first wave of European immigration 

to the Northeast -- New England and New York. New England is defined as all areas of 

the U.S. north and east ofNew York. The predominant origin of early settlers to New 

England was Great Britain, with some Scotch-Irish included, to a lesser extent (Gastil 

1975; National Geographic Society 1988). The New England settlers' impetus for 

coming to the new world was significantly ideological-based. Though much immigration 

to the colonies was for economic reasons, the New England immigrants were more likely 

to have religious or philosophical reasons for their journey. They were more inclined to 

uphold a commonwealth philosophy where community was emphasized over 

individualism. Most came in family units, in contrast to many other new world 

settlement groups. New England land was apt to be parceled out among settlers, but 

significant portions were held in common to facility community and civic exchange 

(Gastil 1975). 

If we follow the Atlantic coastline of the New World southward, beyond present 

territories ofNew York, New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland, we arrive at the Virginia 

colony. Virginia, named for Queen Elizabeth I, the "virgin queen" of England. It was 

steeped in English aristocratic tradition from the earliest settlement. In sharp contrast to 

New England, Virginia and colonies south (the Carolinas and Georgia) were settled in the 

established model of colonialism. The colonialism movement was the social and 

political manner that wealthier, established European nations expanded their spheres of 

influence and control throughout the world. Colonialism had two common forms that 
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often happened together. The first was a settlement of white, European inhabitants into 

the claimed land. Second was the exploitation of the territory's resources and indigenous 

peoples (Fanon 1966; Said 1978). One driving force for very early Southern colonists 

was to extract gold from the new land and return to England with the riches. Many of the 

early South's settlers were indentured servants, people who had bonded themselves to 

wealthy individuals or business enterprises to work for a period oftime in payment for 

their passage to the relatively new colonies. After their obligations were complete, the 

released servants were most apt to remain in the territory, settling on land nearby the 

plantations where they served or on recently opened land in the west. Those who settled 

the southern seaboard region were usually individual men without families in tow. The 

diminished concern for the common good and civic connections in the South was evident 

by fewer organized towns and churches in the early settlement period when compared to 

New England (Gastil 1975). The southern colonies were initially settled mostly by the 

English, but in later waves of immigration in the 18th century Irish, Germans, Scotch

Irish, and Scottish became common. These later waves tended to settle farther west, 

along the foothills of the Appalachian mountains due to lack of available land closer to 

the Atlantic seaboard (National Geographic Society 1988). 

The middle colonies were of a blend between the extremes of New England and 

the South. The middle colonies consisted of: Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New 

York, and Pennsylvania. Settlement of theses colonies tended to be correlated with Old 

World nations. The Dutch were the large influential immigrant group in New York. New 

Jersey and Delaware had significant early immigrant populations from Sweden. The 

southern parts of the middle colonies had a predominance of English settlers in the early 
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immigration waves. Pennsylvania was settled by Germans and Scotch-Irish, with 

considerable Quaker influence. The Quaker influence and the importance of community 

endeavors made the Pennsylvanian early settlers more ideologically similar to those of 

New England, with their community-rich Puritan mindset. Maryland attracted similar 

immigrants to those of Pennsylvania, but there was more Catholic influence. The middle 

colonies were more bureaucratically administered, with indentured servitude more 

common than in New England, but middle colony servitude was less common than in the 

South. (Gasti11975; National Geographic Society 1988). 

Though there were a variety of growth patterns in the colonies, the South 

remained more rural-based, with slower population increases throughout the colonial 

period. [n the latter half of the 17th century the South significantly increased the 

importation of African slaves to meet the increasing agricultural labor demands of the 

growing plantation economy. As the African slave labor force grew, the tradition of 

white indentured servitude declined . Along with the increase of Africans and decreasing 

proportions of indentured white servants came a solidification of conceptualizations of 

these two groups. Whereas indentured whites were thought of as servants, their bonds 

were temporary, usually serving several years along the path to freedom. In contrast, 

African slaves were seen as sub-human property with no conceptualization that the black 

slaves would ever be considered for a path to freedom (Gastil 1975). 

Cultural geographer Wilbur Zelinsky (1973:5-6) devised five key points to 

facilitate understanding the development of an American culture, under the auspices of 

the "Greater European cultural realm" (Zelinsky 1973 :5) in the social evolution ofthe 

nation. First, European individuals self-selected to come to American colonies, resulting 
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in a wave of people traveling to the new world who were not random, but instead made 

rational choices to make the journey. Second, the long voyage had an impact on cultural 

development with the mingling of various peoples, prohibition against carrying many 

material objects, and the abruptness of the changes that all worked together to form a 

catalytic stew of change. Third, upon arrival to the New World, early settlers interacted 

and borrowed ways from the Native Americans. Fourth, there was significant movement 

and local intermixing of peoples as time passed, creating a region specific blend that 

fostered change. Fifth, after the initial settlement voyages, the new colonies continued to 

interact with the rest of the world, which cultivated a climate of cultural evolutionary 

change. Zelinsky's points, especially the last three, shed light on changes and cultural 

diffusion that took place as the colonies expanded. These planks account for interaction 

with other indigenous peoples further inland, internal migration patterns of the colonists, 

continued importation of African slaves, and contact with Spanish, French, and other 

groups with North American land claims. 

As the British colonies became more populated, tensions with England escalated 

towards a war for independence. On the eve of the Revolutionary War, two simultaneous 

events provided a pathway for the establishment of Shakerism in America and in 

Kentucky. First, the nucleus of the future Shaker movement-- a band of religious 

refugees -- boarded the English ship the Mariah to sail to the American colonies in 1774. 

Second, settlers were simultaneously crossing the Appalachian divide to find new 

opportunities of land and economic gain, which earlier had been forbidden by the 

Proclamation line of 1763. The Proclamation line roughly followed the Appalachian 

Mountains; it was established by England's King George III to buffer British settlement 
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areas from Native American threats. In less than 25 years these two groups, the Shakers 

and the new Kentucky migrants, would cross the Appalachian divide and intersect in the 

Bluegrass state. 

Migration was the rule rather than the exception in early America. During the 

19th century approximately half of Americans moved at least once per decade, and 

poorer people tended to move more often that those with more established means 

(Thernstrom 1981). The impetus toward relocation was an important factor in the rapid 

settlement ofthe immediate trans-Appalachian frontier. In 1776 Virginia annexed lands 

west of its borders at the request of settlers in that region. Under regular attack from 

Indians, the settlers requested the appropriation in part to provide protection from the 

raids. The connection between Virginia and Kentucky was strong, and continued to be a 

pipeline for both people and ideas for at least half a century. To understand the 

significance of the tie, it is essential to realize the bonds between these two states within 

the migration movement of the new nation. Domestic migration had a major influence on 

the culture in inhabited territories that would house Shaker communities in the South and 

West (Kentucky, and Ohio). 

The Opening and Settlement of Kentucky 

European migration into Kentucky began in the 1770s when the region was a 

western territory of Virginia. Virginia was the largest successful English colony in the 

Americas and it was also the birthplace of many early statesmen ofthe United States, 

including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. As the land 

named for the virgin queen ironically gave birth to these statesmen, she also gave the 

territory that would become Kentucky. As the American Revolution was ending, the 
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push toward settling the frontier across the Appalachian Mountains was strong. Virginia 

was not the only source of migrants, but the state was significant in providing residents 

for her lands immediately west of the mountains. After the revolution, Virginia led in 

outward migration among all the initial thirteen states (Fisher and Kelly 2000). 

Inhabitants of the state were not homogeneous; they differed somewhat in their 

social status and backgrounds (though perhaps less than those of the twelve other original 

states) . These differences, including folkways, dialects, religious affiliations, and 

agricultural production, were often correlated with the different geographic settlement 

areas connected to Old World heritages (Fischer 1989; McWhiney 1988). The 

Virginians, significant portions of which had English heritage, settled the coastal areas 

during the 17th century. By as early as 1717 through the 1770s, European immigrants or 

their immediate descendents began to move to western areas along Virginia's 

Shenandoah river valley (Fischer 1989). Settlers in these central and mountainous areas 

of Virginia and those in eastern mountain regions of other states (especially 

Pennsylvania, and North Carolina) were likely to migrate to another state or territory as 

the western lands became more viable areas for those from permanent habitation (Oberly 

1986). 

The newly settled western territory of Virginia became the 15th state, Kentucky, 

in 1792. Though the territory had attained statehood, it was still very much on the 

frontier with relatively no infrastructure and with the continued treat of Native American 

hostilities. Even after statehood, in 1793 bands of dislocated Native Americans captured 

women in children in a central Kentucky settlement east of Mount Sterling (Ulack, Pauer, 

and Raitz 1998:58). In the period of early statehood the most settled area was the central 
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Bluegrass region, generally bounded by a ring forming a circle about forty miles around 

Lexington. ln addition to the central Bluegrass, areas due north of Lexington to the Ohio 

River, and due west to Louisville were also heavily settled, along with fertile tracts of 

land between Lexington and the Nashville area of middle Tennessee (Uiack, Pauer, and 

Raitz 1998:62-63). 

Patterns of migration into Kentucky and the western territories evolved as 

different waves of settlement occurred. A significant majority of early settlers, those 

arriving near and before statehood, entered the region via the Cumberland Gap, a 

passageway through the rough Appalachians. The Cumberland Gap was on the border of 

present-day southeast Kentucky and southwest Virginia, adjacent to the present 

Tennessee state line. The passage was utilized by Native Americans prior to European 

colonization (Kleber 1992:246-247). After traversing the mountains and threading 

through the passage, settlers would utilize the Wilderness Road, the primary route north 

and west of the mountains. The Wilderness Road wound through southeastern Kentucky, 

with several smaller trails that split off to other destinations along the route, such as to 

Crab Orchard in south central Kentucky. From this point, the trail branched to a variety 

of routes with a highly used northward jaunt through Danville and Harrodsburg before 

veering northwest toward Louisville. Many of central Kentucky 's earliest settlers took 

this route, forming the pools of citizenry from which the Shakers would draw converts 

(Kleber 1992:48-50). 

After 1800 many settlers began to utilize the Ohio River as the primary 

passageway to the state. The route to the river traversed the mountains in Pennsylvan ia, 

and continued westward to the Ohio, Allegheny, or Monongahela River systems. The 

17 



rivers may not have been as treacherous as the southern Cumberland Gap route, but they 

were still quite difficult and dangerous. The most common types of river craft used were 

keelboats and flatboats. Though it would be logical to assume once travelers made their 

way across the dangerous mountains to the river there would be less danger; however, the 

river had natural hazardous conditions. The river also had perils of human origin, namely 

early Native American raids and later pirate-like robberies (Kleber 1992:51-52). The 

Ohio River also played a significant role in settlement of the lower regions of the 

Northwestern territory. 

As Kentucky settlement was well underway, the areas north of the state were 

increasingly in the sights of eastern citizens seeking land and opportunities in the west. 

As late as 1787 there were practically no established American settlements in the territory 

claimed by United States north and west of the Ohio River. A crave for land and looming 

migration was the catalyst for legislative action. In 1787 congress passed the Northwest 

Ordinance (building on an earlier Land Ordnance of 1785), which provided land 

allotments and blueprints to statehood for territories north and west of the Ohio River. 

Settlement was encouraged by this act that sanctioned the movement of peoples. The 

future state of Ohio was carved from the land outlined in the Northwest Ordinance. Ohio 

is of particular interest in this inquiry because of its extensive Shaker settlements and the 

re lationships between Ohio and Kentucky religious communities. 

Ohio was rapidly settled after the Northwest Ordinance became law, but as the 

state developed the settlement patterns altered. Most inhabitants of Ohio arriving prior 

to 1840 were migrants from other states, whereas those who came after were increas ingly 

European immigrants. European-born immigrants made up a majority of new arrivals to 
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Ohio in the latter half of the 19th century, with a monumental 88 percent of arrivals to the 

state in the 1850s being foreign born (Swierenga 1989:73). In 1803, eleven years after 

Kentucky's statehood, Ohio became the 17th state. The settlement patterns of Ohioans 

through early statehood were more diverse than Kentucky had experienced in prior 

decades. Whereas Kentucky was mostly settled by western movement from the Upland 

South (Virginia and North Carolina especially), Ohio's early settlers came from New 

England, the Midland states (especially Pennsylvania) and also were drawn from the 

Upper South, especially Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia (Hudson 1988; Swierenga 

1989). The southwest corner of Ohio, which would house Union Village, the 

organizational hub of western Shakersim, was settled mostly from southeastern 

Pennsylvania and adjacent areas of Maryland, Delaware, and New Jersey. Smaller 

groups arrived from the mountains of Virginia, central North Carolina, and the Bluegrass 

Region of central Kentucky. This settlement conflux resulted in a mix of two diverse 

migration strains (Southerners and Midlanders) in southwest Ohio around Cincinnati and 

Dayton (Hudson 1988). Ohio's early settlement patterns were qu ite predictable, so 

much so that geographer John Hudson (1988:4 1 2) noted "it is possible to predict with 

specified accuracy where a typical pioneer settler of a given county was born simply on 

the basis of the county's location." 

Tracing the migration of these three predominant settlement groups into Ohio 

reveals the correlation between geographic origins and the route taken into Ohio. Those 

of the Upland South tended to come through the Cumberland Gap in southeast Kentucky, 

following the Wilderness Road similar to the predominant pattern for early Kentucky 

migrants. In contrast to this more difficult route, those who came to Ohio from the 
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Midland states generally utilized either the Ohio River or the developing National Road. 

The National Road began in Maryland in 1811 , and by 1818 it was completed to the 

western point of Wheeling, Virginia on the upper Ohio River. By 1839 the road reached 

Springfield, Ohio with close proximity to Shaker communities of Watervliet and Union 

Village. 

A band of Shaker leaders sent to lead the fledgling western villages of Ohio and 

Kentucky took the northern route through Pennsylvania and along the Ohio River to the 

fledgling communities of the west. The first Sisters to serve in leadership positions of the 

new Ohio and Kentucky villages wrote a detailed description of their journey in a letter to 

the sisters of the lead Shaker colony at New Lebanon, New York. The rich description of 

the hardships of the 1806 voyage from the eyes of these Shaker Sisters provide a 

comprehensive account of the passage common among early settlers on the mountains to 

the river route: 

Beloved Sisters that still feels near and dear to us, We now take this opportunity 
to write to you something of what we have experienced since we left New 
Lebanon, as we well remember that you requested us to write to you the 
particulars concerning our journey. We now feel thankful to give you something 
of an understanding of what we have passed through since we left you, as far as 
we are able. Our journey was long and tedious and very wearisome, much more 
than anyone could imagine except they experienced it. We go no rest or but very 
little by day or by night; the mountains were long and tedious. We came to the 
mountains the third week on Tuesday ... these mountains is what you call the 
Allegheny ... some of them was very long and rough, nothing but rocks and 
stones, for you could scarcely see the ground. We traveled afoot up all these 
mountains chiefly and some agoing (sic) down them, for they were so exceeding 
rough that we could not ride .. . Some of the great chests pitch[ed] forward and 
split the bottom very much, but we did not meet with the loss of anything in the 
chests (Farrington, Sanford, Smith, Farrington, Goodrich, and Darrow 1806). 

In addition to the tedious mountainous terrain, the Believers traveled over poor, 

muddy roads, and rationed food to last until they reached their new Shaker home in Ohio: 
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But we think that all these mountains are not equal to the road we met . .. the 
extreme mud and mire is beyond our communication to you. For miles together 
there was no cessation of deep mud holes and short pitches-first the horses 
would go down to their bellies ... It appeared many a time that nothing visible 
held up the wagons, but God in his mercy protected and kept us from all danger . 
. . Dear sisters, if you should see the mountains and hills, rocks and stones, mud 
and mire, holes and swamps that we passed through and been over, you would 
not think strange that we tell you that our journey was long and wearisome. 

In relation to our support, our food and drink was not so good and 
nourishing as it had been heretofore. It was dry and salt; we got no fresh meat or 
fish but two or three times in the whole of our journey. We did not buy but seven 
meals of victuals on our journey; we did not cook but one meal a day in general. 
Our bread lasted seven days and our butter three weeks and our dried beef and 
biscuit and cheese to the end of our journey (Farrington et al. 1806). 

As the band of Shaker leaders traveled west, they chronicled the worsening travel 

conditions that became more primitive after crossing the Appalachian divide. It became 

more difficult to fmd hospitable lodging, often resulting n the Believers sleeping outs ide 

in the woods. The Shakers were well aware of the rapid decline in comfort levels of their 

surroundings: 

In the forepart of our journey we had a comfortable entertainment, or as 
comfortable as could be expected among the wicked dirty world, but the latter 
part of our journey we had pinching times. Sometimes we could get beds to 
sleep on and sometimes we could not. The first Jog house we put up at to stay all 
night there was upwards of fifty moving people-we lodging in the chamber. It 
was very open, something like a barn. It rained very hard that night and it came 
in upon our beds and wet us very much. We took our lodging in the wilderness 
one night- it was in the midst of that extreme muddy traveling-and in the 
morning we traveled three miles. It appeared so dangerous that we could not 
ride. And then we put up in the woods and got breakfast. We made a fire and 
took long forks and briled [broiled] some pork and made some tea, and everyone 
took a piece of bread and pork and did eat and felt freshed, took courage and 
went on. 

Furthermore we did not meet with any danger or difficulty in crossing 
the waters except the banks were very steep where the wagons went down in the 
boats. Crossed eleven ferries and waded ten large cricks [creeks]; the water in 
general was so deep that it covered the hubs of the forewheels of the wagons. If 
some of them had been two inches deeper the water would have run into the 
wagons and damaged our loading. . .. 

We arrived at Wheeling the forth week, on Friday. Wheeling lays upon 
the Ohio river. There we proposed to stop and wash our clothes the second time, 
but when we went into town we could not find one tavern that had housekeeping . 
. . . we crossed the Ohio river and went on. 
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The sixth week, on Tuesday, we arrived at Chillecotha, and about a mile 
after we were left town, just before sunset, there we met the bretheren from Ohio, 
Issachar [Bates], Malcolm [Worley], and Calvin [Morrell]. It was a very happy 
meeting. We met them with joy and thankfulness, for all felt it to be a very right 
time for them to meet us ... . We arrived at Malcolm's [the site of Union 
Village] Saturday in the afternoon, May the 131

h, Elder David and Elder John and 
the brethren receiving us kindly, and Malcolm and Peggy (Worley], and made us 
welcome home (Farrington et at. 1806). 

The two settlement pathways (down the Ohio River and through the Cumberland 

Gap of Kentucky) had the effect of commingling two somewhat distinct groups, the 

Southerners and the Midlanders in the central and southern portions of Ohio. Though 

there was a mixture of settlers, by the middle of the 191
h century most central and 

southern parts of the state were predominantly seeing influxes of settlers from southern 

Pennsylvania. This group made up 43 percent of all migrants into middle Ohio in the 

middle 19th century (Swierenga 1989). 

In contrast to southern and central Ohio, early settlement in the northernmost part 

of the state was of more consistent stock, the New England Yankees. Unlike the 

combination of Midlanders and Southerners who settled central and southern Ohio, the 

far northern twenty percent of the state was inhabited by New Englanders resulting from 

Connecticut claims to the land. In a succession of ownership originating with the state of 

Connecticut, to corporate land investors (The Connecticut Land Company), there were 

strong ties with this part of Ohio to Connecticut. Known as "New Connecticut" and 

eventually as ' 'The Connecticut Western Reserve," the region continued ties with the 

state of its namesake (Hatcher 1991 ). Settlers arrived from Connecticut, generally 

following the westward route through New York toward the Great Lakes, which would 

later be improved with the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825. The canal system 

provided a complete east to west passage from Albany, NY to Buffalo, NY and access to 
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the Great Lakes. Settlement patterns of northern Ohio are significant to a geographic 

study ofShakerism because the village ofNorth Union (founded in 1822 under 

supervision of Union Village, Ohio) was located on the southeast outskirts of the growing 

city of Cleveland. Ohio settlers of New England origin were concentrated in this one 

area of the state, Cleveland and the vicinity along the northeast corner of the Lake Erie 

shore. The settlers from New England had higher levels of education and wealth 

compared to their Southern counterparts (Lindsey 1955). 

Shaker Missionaries and the Spirit of Revivalism 

After the first significant wave of settlement, The Great Reviva12 was developing 

in Kentucky near the tum of the 19th century. Revivalism in western Kentucky's Logan 

County was led by Rev. James McGready, whereas in the eastern part of the state Rev. 

Barton Stone was prominent in the movement (Houchens 1971; McNemar 1808). The 

Christian revival movement materialized in the state building into large gatherings known 

as camp meetings, providing an outlet for spiritual manifestations of faith . These early 

camp meetings were common along the Gasper River; they were characterized by 

wagons arranged in a square surrounding platforms in the center from which to preach 

the gospel (Houchens 1971 :223). 

The Reverend Barton Stone, pastor ofthe Concord and Cane Ridge Presbyterian 

churches in Central Kentucky, visited the western camp meetings and brought the 

practice back to his region of the state. Central Kentucky was more densely populated 

than the western areas and meetings grew more popular in the Bluegrass than at Gasper. 

2 The Great Revival is also referred to as the Kentucky Revival, and was located in the Ohio River Valley 
region mostly encompassing Kentucky, but also Ohio and Indiana. Characterized by large gatherings of 
congregants listening to charismatic ministers of various Christian faiths, the revival spirit was strong 
throughout Kentucky. The Great Revival (or Kentucky Revival) peaked in the first 5-l 0 years of the 19th 
century, corresponding with the Second Great Awakening throughout the United States, which lasted from 
approximately 1800 until the mid- 1830s. 
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Figure 1.1 19th Century Camp Meeting Depiction3 

Very large meetings became common in central Kentucky, with more than 5,000 

participants attending. The largest of these, Cane Ridge- in Bourbon County, 

accommodated nearly 20,000 persons on some occasions. Exuberant physical, 

charismatic exercises were commonplace at these gatherings, characterized by physical 

manifestations of the religious spirit through sounds, song, and movement. Many subjects 

would get the jerks and roll upon the ground, while others would begin uncontrollable 

barking, often originating from the chest (Houchens 1971; McNemar 1808). An observer 

of these events stated: 

Under such exhortations, the people began to be affected in a very strange 
manner. At first they were taken with an inward throbbing of heart, then with 
weeping and trembling; from that to crying out in apparent agony of soul; falling 
down and swooning away till [sic] every appearance of animal life was 
suspended, and the person appeared to be in a transe [sic]. (McNemar 1808: 19) 

Such exercises were common bodily manifestations of the spirit of revivalism that was 

3 Reference information for all figures is provided in Appendix. Notes on Sources for Figures (p.207). 
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sweeping through Kentucky. 

News ofthe great Kentucky revival reached New Lebanon, New York, the 

governing seat of the Shaker religion. At this time Mother Lucy Wright was the leader of 

the Central Ministrl of the New Lebanon Shaker Village, headquarters of the Shaker 

movement. The Shaker societies scattered throughout the New England states looked to 

New Lebanon as their leader. All Shaker villages adhered to a strict code of rules, which 

is a significant aspect characteristic of the profile of a total institution. A total institution 

is a residential and work location where a large number of like-situated individuals, in 

relative isolation from the wider society for a considerable period of time, together carry 

out an enclosed, formally administered everyday life (Goffman 1961). This concept of 

control enforced by strict adherence and enforcement of rules was often referred to 

among Believers as "order," or "social order." As these specialized terms indicate, the 

Shakers developed their own linguistic system to express certain common, 

institutionalized feelings within the organization of which "union,"5 "gift"6 and "order" 

are a few referring to a feeling of cohesiveness among Shakers throughout the societies. 

After hearing of the revival conditions in Kentucky, Lucy Wright (leader of the 

New Lebanon Ministry and supreme head ofShakerism) dispatched three missionaries to 

the western land at 3 o'clock in the morning on January 1, 1805. They made their journey 

on foot with one pack horse and a nominal amount of seed money to fund potential new 

Shaker ventures (Morse 1986:20; Neall947:20-21). The missionaries who first carried 

• The Central Ministry refers to the highest level of administration within the Shaker organization. Usually 
consisting of two male and two female leaders, they were housed at the New Lebanon, New York village in 
the eastern part of the state, near the Massachusetts border. Usually the "lead" administrator of Shakerism 
was the male member who had been in the Ministry the longest. There were exceptions to male rule in the 
19th century. most notably was the more than 20 year leadership of Lucy Wright from 1796-1821. 
5 Union is a Shaker term used often with "order" to denote spiritual oneness, agreement, or bond, between 
Believers. Union often signified adherence to policy to create harmony. Shakers sometimes used this term 
to mean consensus. For example, "the Ministry felt union with the plans to change rules on clothing 
colors." 
6 Gift refers to a blessing, talent, or motivation given to an individual Shaker through divine inspiration. 
For example, "Sister Marie received the song as a gift from Mother Ann" or "I felt a gift to write a letter." 
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the word of Mother Ann to the west were John Meacham, Issachar Bates, and Benjamin 

Seth Youngs. Together they journeyed through the states of New York, New Jersey, 

Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, and Tennessee before arriving at Paint Lick, Kentucky on 

March 3, 1805 (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1805-1817:7). 

The journey of choice is interesting because by 1805, after both Kentucky and 

Ohio had achieved statehood, increasing numbers of settlers were using the Ohio River to 

venture to the new states. It is most likely that the Shaker missionaries took the 

Cumberland Gap and Wilderness Road trek into central Kentucky. Their travel journal 

noted the voyage traversed the eastern divide of the Appalachian Mountains through the 

Mid-Atlantic states, then Virginia and Tennessee before turning north into Kentucky. 

This route would have almost certainly sent the missionaries through the Cumberland 

Gap, at the conflux of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia and then northwest on the 

Wilderness Road. 

The first evangelic encounter of the three missionaries in Kentucky was on March 

3, 1805 with Matthew Houston, a Presbyterian minister in Paint Lick, which is 

approximately twenty miles from the point where the Wilderness Road enters the 

Bluegrass region of the state at Crab Orchard (Neal 1947). Julia Neal (1947:2 1) points to 

the significance of this first meeting with a strong western convert to spread the Shaker 

faith, "they spoke to a small group ofReverend Houston's Presbyter ian Congregation. 

Four days later at the Paint Lick meetinghouse they publicly opened the [Shaker] 

testimony to the entire congregation. Although Houston was not to accept the new faith 

for some time, he was, nevertheless, willing to have his members hear the visitors' 

exposition of their principles." 

The missionaries then ventured to Turtle Creek, Ohio, arriving on March 22nd, 

where they witnessed to frontiersman Malcolm Worley and his wife Peggy (Morse 

1986:25; Neal 1947:21). Soon after their arrival, Malcolm and Peggy Worley confessed 
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their sins and joined the Shaker faith. By the summer of 1805, two influential southwest 

Ohio ministers, Richard McNemar and John Dunlavy, had converted to Shakerism, 

bringing many of their respective congregations to the Shakers' new southwestern 

venture (Pleasant Hill Shakers I 805-18 17:9). Again, the footsteps of the Shaker 

missionary group followed the path of a significant minority of southwestern Ohio 

settlers, those who traversed the southern route through Virginia and northward through 

central Kentucky. A component to the Shakers' itinerary departs from a logical routing. 

Why did they utilize a route that took them so far south to again turn north to the regions 

of Kentucky taken with the revival spirit? Perhaps they had sights on potential converts 

in Virginia and Tennessee, or river conditions in the particular travel season were poor. 

Soon after the ministers' conversions, families began to gather into the Ohio 

village. Richard McNemar, Malcolm Worley, and Benjamin S. Youngs departed Turtle 

Creek, Ohio (the early name for Union Village) to attend camp meetings in Bourbon 

County, Kentucky. Although these meetings were usually interdenominational, when the 

Shakers arrived they were not permitted to address the publ ic. Rev. Barton Stone and 

Robert Marshall did not allow Shaker missionaries to preach the gospel of Mother Ann, 

likely due to the combination of unconventional aspects of their creed combined with 

having a female leader, which was highly deviant (heresy in most Christian 

denominations). Even with these deviant labels, some Kentuckians were curious about 

the censored message the strangers wished to tell. Elisha Thomas, Samuel Banta, and 

Henry Banta invited the Shakers to their home in Mercer County on Shawnee Run creek 

to hear more of the Shaker doctrine. As a result of the stimulation from the revivalism 

spirit in Kentucky, and the Mercer County men's willingness to hear the missionary 

message, Elisha Thomas and Samuel Banta confessed their sins and joined Shakerdom in 

mid-August, 1805 (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1805-1817: 11). Thomas' farm became the 

original land tract that would develop into the Pleasant Hill Shaker village. 
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By 1807 the Shakers were attracting many interested peoples to their public 

meetings at Union Village and Pleasant Hill, meanwhile the missionary work of lssachar 

Bates continued in the western territory. Bates, accompanied by new converts Matthew 

Houston and Richard McNemar, traveled to Bullitt County (south of Louisville). From 

there, as Neal (1977:9) notes from Bates' journal, the missionary team continued on 

"southward to Elizabethtown, Bacon Creek, Green river, Mammoth Cave, Dripping 

Springs, and across Barren river into Warren county." In this southwest Kentucky 

location they met with an interested Presbyterian minister, John Rankin, who "received" 

the Shaker visitors "with a measure of kindness" (Neal 1977:9). From the hospitable 

base of John Rankin's homestead, the Shakers carried their mission throughout the 

adjacent area, spreading the word of the Shaker sect and attracting many curious 

onlookers. From this foundation and the conversion of Rev. Rankin, the South Union 

colony was formed. Converts were drawn from the western third of Kentucky and north-

central Tennessee (Neal 1977: I 0- I 1 ). The Northeastern missionaries wrote to Mother 

Lucy Wright at New Lebanon, New York, telling her ofthe characteristics of the fresh 

converts and their village at Pleasant Hill, saying they: 

Live in a thick settled place of Kentucky, is in the center of the inhabited part of 
the country west ofthe Allegheny mountains and south of Canada. Having the 
state of Ohio on the north and Tennessee on the south, the country we live in is in 
the center of the state, the central point is about four miles distant from us. This 
state contains a great deal of very beautiful land level and rich, some of which 
has borders very close upon us. The spot were we live is not quite so even as we 
would wish, yet it is not mountainous like New Lebanon. There is no mountain 
in sight and the soil is rich and fertile. We are situated on a river by the name of 
Kentucky river which a considerable part of the year is navigable for boats for 
about one hundred and forth or fifty miles from its mouth where it empties into 
the Ohio. The Believers' land is bounded by it on the east, our house stands 
about three quarts of a mile from it. Up this river there is a number of 
inexhaustible banks of stone coal, the same with sea coal, which they bring down 
in boats for blacksmithing and other uses (Neal 1977: I 0-11 ). 

With the combination of Pleasant Hill's Thomas and Banta families, and South 

Union 's Rankin group, united with fertile land of the -two regions of the state, the 
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foundation was in place for the expansion of Kentucky Shakerism. These two sites 

served as transmitters and magnets of Mother Ann's faith in the Upper South, distributing 

instruction from the New York headquarters of Shakerdom. The Shakers took advantage 

of the aftermath ofThe Great Revival to recruit new members, as they had done in earlier 

decades in New England. With the fledgling society in Ohio (Union Village) and the 

new ones in Kentucky (Pleasant Hill and South Union) taking root, the mother colony at 

New Lebanon dispatched nine members (six women and three men) hand-picked by Lucy 

Wright to take charge of the new Believers and socialize them into Shaker practices and 

ideology. With the arrival of the New York administrators to guard the flock, the 

missionary with perhaps the most mileage, Brother lssachar Bates, was free to expand 

upon his quest to increase the fold ofShakerism. Julia Neal (1947:27-28) recorded 

Issachar's missionary proliferation, noting that after the new leaders' arrival, Bates made 

"a September journey back to the mother colony that he might report the progress of the 

work and secure more money. Issachar, who was past 50, was to become the most 

traveled Believer of his day. In the decade 1801-1811 he traveled, mostly on foot, 3 8,000 

miles and heard the confession of 1, I 00 converts." 

As lssachar Bates was well aware, the Shakers' made deliberate efforts to reap the 

rewards of revivalism. The Great Awakening in New England and the Kentucky Revival 

of the southwest were significant factors behind their regional successes in recruitment. 

In order to understand the process by which the Shakers were able to make such large 

recruitment gains as a result of these revivals, several factors must be taken into account. 

A common element in both the development of the New England societies and those of 

the west was the timing of missionary work in correlation with revival activity (Brewer 

1986). The Shakers were keen to take advantage of this timing. They reaped many 

converts from the charismatic-charged revival remnants. Additionally, some Kentucky 

and Ohio converts were acquired from the failure of other utopian movements such as 
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New Harmony, Bishop Hill, and the Millerites (Andrews 1953 :222-223; Whitworth 

1975:39). The Shakers probably felt their unusual religious exercises would be more 

accepted by groups with similar charismatic traditions, such as denominations 

participating in the revivals (Andrews 1953:137-138). 

A particular characteristic of the Kentucky Revival was the fact that it occurred 

on the recently settled American frontier, where many of its participants were fresh 

arrivals in a relatively inhospitable environment (Bestor 1970:264-265). The Kentucky 

Revival peaked in the first few years ofthe 1800s, with a gradual rise and decline of 

evangelical activities in the decade prior and after the tum of the century (Houchens 

1971 ). A large number of early Central Kentucky converts at Pleasant Hill were born in 

North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia. Settlement patterns of western and west

central Kentucky had more southern influence (especially migration from North 

Carolina); South Union Believers had similar Southern ancestral patterns (Rhorer 1992; 

Rhorer 1996). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CULTURAL ASPECTS OF THE KENTUCKY SHAKERS 
Culture encompasses all aspects of human society that are transmitted through 

social rather than biological means. Essentially, culture is composed of learned, 

symbolic elements of society. Culture can provide explanations and understandings of 

human behavior, beliefs, values, norms, ideologies, and material creations (Marshall 

1998:137-138). Folkways are a product of culture consisting of habits (of individuals) or 

customs (of groups) that are learned and repeated, forming patterns of commonly 

accepted conventional behavior within a society (Sumner 1906). Folkways prov ide 

observational windows into the environment of the Kentucky Shakers to examine 

differences, and some commonalities, with their neighbors, people in the region, and the 

country as a whole. Since most individuals who converted to Shakerism in Kentucky 

were from a different regional setting than those of the Northeast, and to a lesser extent 

those of Ohio, we can see evidence of their differentiation in dissimilar cultural practices 

and patterns in their daily lives. 

This dissertation recognizes multiple levels of culture (micro and macro) over 

generations, and takes into account geographic and migratory influences. Culture and 

history are a synthesis of evolution, always progressing while being influenced 

significantly by regional environmental persuasions. The Shakers, as well as their 

neighbors (the general population from which they came), interacted with their social 

env ironment (including political, economic, and religious systems), creating an 

atmosphere for aspects of regional cultural coherence observable in folkways. Any 
31 



cultural investigation of the Shakers must also consider interaction with conditions of the 

physical environment, which acted as a catalyst for further cultural adaptations due to 

geography. Examples of physical environmental factors that contributed to cultural 

variation of the Kentucky Shakers included: climate, availability of particular natural 

resources for building materials, and proximity to navigable river systems for 

transportation and communication. 

Origins of Cultural Regions 

Folkways are ways of doing things that are " learned informally, by tradition, 

rather than formally, by schools and commercial media" (Bronner 1986: 15). Folkways 

are a cultural product, informally learned behavior, which are typically passed on through 

generations. The folkways of the Kentucky Shakers further highlight their distinctions 

from kindred brothers and sisters of the Ohio communities, and cast an even more 

significant contrast with those of the Northeast. Particular folkways and cultural 

practices examined include: foodways, organizational structure/behavior, business ways, 

and language/speech patterns. As the Shaker villages of Pleasant Hill and South Union 

were within the borders ofthe Commonwealth of Kentucky, and their members were 

mostly drawn from citizens of the Upper South, and there were more similarities than 

differences in many facets between the Shakers and their Kentucky neighbors. 

Folklorist Henry Glassie's (1969:35-36) monumental work on folk culture 

hilighted four main sources of dispersal of American folk cultural diffusion along the 

eastern seaboard: "southern and eastern New England, southeastern Pennsylvania, and 

the area ofthe Chesapeake Bay, and the coast from southern North Carolina through 

Georgia" [emphasis added for future reference to the key territories] . The genealogy of 
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these four regions reaches back to the Old World and Africa. As noted in chapter one, 

there were patterns in the settlement of the early eastern seaboard connected to different 

regional origins in Europe and Africa, which Glassie (1969) and others have traced 

(Frank 1999; Gastill975; National Geographic Society 1988). 

Figure 2.1 Four Major Folk Culture Source Areas 
A - New England, B - Southeast Pennsylvania, C- Chesapeake Bay, 

D -Costal Carolina & Georgia 

Building upon Glassie's work, cultural geographer Robert Mitchell (Mitchel l 

1978) similarly traced cultural diffusion westward from the original colonies. The major 

folk culture source areas defined by Glassie are repeated in Mitchell, who labels them 
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"cultural hearths". Mitchell' s work is a revision of Frederick Jackson Turner's (Turner, 

Farrand, and Craven 1932) thesis highlighting frontier deviation from the original 

characteristics within the cultural hearths (or Glassies "folk culture source areas") 

fo llowed by duplication. Turner's (1906; 1920; Turner, Farrand, and Craven 1932) work, 

though more focused on territories of the far west (beyond the Mississippi River) than the 

Shaker realm, tied the progress and success of the United States to the westward 

expansion of the frontier. Turner believed the national identity was created from an 

ideological evolution of settlers interacting with a rugged western frontier. Mitchell 

created a hybrid approach between Turner and Glassie that emphasized cultural "fusion" 

in areas where considerable commingling of settlers from different cultural hearths. 

"Fusion" of characteristics "from two or more hearths" produced "a significant cultural 

reconfiguration that was influential in setting the tone and direction for further cultural 

diffusion" (Mitchell 1978:67). 

In explaining his divergence from Turner, Mitchell noted "the Tumerian approach 

has emphasized frontier deviation and subsequent duplication. However, it is the fusion 

process, aided by the appearance of symbols of national unity, that seems to have been 

most important in the cultural formation of the early trans-Appalachian west" (Mitchell 

1978:67). Mitchell's theoretical approach is important in developing an understanding of 

Kentucky's environment of commingled immigrants from different cultural hearths, yet 

the predominance of Virginia's immigrants from the Chesapeake hearth dominated the 

blend. Ohio (especially the southern portion) had a contrasting blend of inhabitants 

mostly from the three northernmost hearth territories (Southern New England, 

Southeastern Pennsylvania, and the Chesapeake), along with some Southern migrants 
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who traveled through Kentucky. The cultural fusion process was significant in the 

development of the cultural milieu of Ohio. 
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Similar to Mitchell, a major thrust ofGlassie's work tracked the diffusion of 

cultural traits (material and non-material) from these four areas, emphasizing both the 

movement of ideology (Giassie referred to them as "ideas") and material folk culture. 

Material culture wUI be addressed in a future chapter, but nonmaterial culture is the 

foundation of this portion of analysis. Culture, being the source of folkways and the 

everyday practices of life, was carried by the settlers to the newer territories through the 

migration process. Cultural and ideological westward diffusion followed the migration 

patterns of peoples discussed earlier. In relation to Shaker regions, Ohio appears to have 

had more diverse ideological roots. New England influence was strong in the state's 

northern section. Central and southern parts of Ohio drew from an ideological pedigree 

of both Pennsylvania and New England, with southern and south central portions ofthe 

state also having influence from the South. The Southern influence ultimately originated 

mostly from Virginia's Chesapeake region. 

In contrast to the influential New England and Pennsylvania pedigrees of Ohio, 

Kentucky's ideological roots have a more pronounced Southern origin. Though some 

influences were from Pennsy lvania, central Kentucky (Pleasant Hill 's location) had 

cultural origins fLrmly planted in Virginia's Chesapeake region. Western Kentucky 

(South Union's location) had decisively Southern ideological roots. The west section of 

the state had genealogical origins in Virginia and significant influences from the 

Carolinas' tidewater regions. The Carolina influence was from settlers' migration into 

Tennessee, then taking a northern turn into western parts of Kentucky. This influence 

from the Deep South will become a dynamic in later chapters, providing some 
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explanation for stronger identification with Southern (Confederate) national identity 

within that section ofKentucky. 

Figure 2.3 Movement of Ideas 

Two cultural elements will be explored in the context of this analysis. First is 

non-material adaptive culture, which includes cultural components that lie below the 

surface- values, beliefs, customs, and ways of understanding the environment around us. 

Second are cultural artifacts that are (or have been) materializations of culture. Artifacts, 
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including but not limited to material objects, can be recognized by the senses such as: 

clothing, architecture, food, furniture, language usage, or acting out of behavioral 

customs that can be seen (Schein 1984). In this chapter I address cultural components of 

regionalism, and socio-cultural similarities between the Kentucky Shakers and their 

neighbors in comparison to the rest of the Shaker movement. 

Political Culture Regions 

As Glassie mapped the t1ow of ideas generally from the earliest settled seaboard 

areas toward the west, political culture traits also followed these same patterns of 

dispersal. Political aspects of culture are components of cultural diffusion and they 

influence views of organizations that vary by regions of the United States (Elazar 1972). 

We will undertake this journey by first addressing the three significant categories of 

political culture, and then consider how those political distinctions produced the different 

environmental contexts which the Shaker communities had to operate. Associated with 

the various aforementioned theoretical views about the westward expansion of cultural 

traits, Daniel Elazar' s (1972) work compliments the general consensus that as people 

move, they take their ideas, values, physical objects, and ways of doing everyday tasks 

with them. This includes their predisposition toward certain political systems, in addition 

to a strong tendency to adhere to folkways and cultural systems common in their locale of 

origin (Huntley 2005; Jordan 1970). 

The core concept of political culture is the relationship between the individual 

and social networks, public entities (including government) and the marketplace 

(commercial interests). Elazar (1972: 85) notes that there are two dominating poles which 

div ide the political realm, one being the marketplace, where "political order is conceived 
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as a marketplace in which the primary public relationships are products of a bargaining 

among individuals and groups acting out self-interests." The second political pole, the 

antithesis of the marketplace, is the commonwealth. The commonwealth is a framework 

of interaction in the "political order" that is "conceived to be a ... state in which the 

whole people have an undivided interest- in which the citizens cooperate in an effort to 

create and maintain the best government in order to implement certain shared moral 

principles" (Eiazar 1972:85-86) . Thus, the essential components are politically 

ideological opposites, the marketplace vs. the human commonwealth, and the three main 

political cultures that develop from these two extremes are hegemonic creations: 

moralistic, individualistic, and traditionalistic. 

Again, connecting these three political cultures to the land ties us to our 

recapitulating geographic theme, simplified - people have significant differences 

connected to where they have lived. The three political culture divisions are important to 

organizational aspects of Shaker ism and geography because they are somewhat correlated 

to the three regions inhabited by Believers: the Northeast, Midwest, and South. Political 

cultures are powerfully tied to place, "each subculture is strongly tied to specific sections 

of the country, reflecting the currents of migration that have carried people of different 

origins and backgrounds across the continent in more or less orderly patterns" (Elazar 

1972:86). The propensity to adhere to particular political norms is critical when 

considering cultural variation, especially with the Shakers and the social norms of their 

regional environmental contexts. Political culture variation provides significant insight 

into the Shakers' perceptions and acclimations to the institution's organizational and 

leadership structures. 
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The hegemonic synthesis of interaction between marketplace and commonwealth 

ideologies created three political cultures in the United States, which provided order to 

public (commonwealth) and private (marketplace) realms. Individualistic ("I") culture, 

principally in the Midwest, is perhaps the best example ofthe political synthesis because 

it emphasizes democratic order to the marketplace, focusing on "the centrality of private 

concerns, it places a premium on limiting community intervention - whether 

governmental or nongovernmental - into private activities to the min imum necessary to 

keep the marketplace in proper working order" (Eiazar 1972:86-87). The individualistic 

political culture was pervasive in the Midwest and New York (though with pockets of 

variation), creating similar political predispositions among converts to Shakerism in those 

states. 

Differing from the Individualistic system, the Moralistic political system ("M") 

was most common in New England. It "emphasizes the commonwealth conception as the 

basis for democratic government" (Elazar 1972:90). In this framework, the political 

dominion is considered to be a vehicle for the good of society, purporting a political 

system synonymous to civil society, and the common good of all citizens (Hann and 

Dunn 1996; Walzer 199 t). Politics in the Moralistic system are considered to be a 

vehicle for the prosperity of society, aligned with a communal philosophy where the 

public good is promoted over that of the private (marketplace). Within the highly 

concentrated sprinkling of Shaker communities of Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, 

and New Hampshire, the communal-based moralistic political culture was influential 

over individual members' acceptance and adherence to authority behind the 

communitarian aspects of the sect. 
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Traditional poJitical culture ("T") is a sharp contrast to the Moralistic perspective. 

Traditionalistic political culture is " rooted in an ambivalent attitude toward the 

marketplace coupled with a paternalistic and elitist conception of the commonwealth" 

(Eiazar 1972:92-93). Traditional political culture can be traced through its historical 

lineage to a time when extreme hierarchy and social inequality was the norm. Traditional 

political culture is characterized by the concentration of power in a "relatively small and 

self-perpetuating group drawn from established elite who often inherit their ' right' to 

govern through family ties or social position" (Eiazar 1972:93). Traditional pol itical 

culture historically has dominated the South, with the region's connections to slavery, 

and the traditional colonial model of extraction of foreign resources to increase wealth of 

either individuals, fami lies, or nation-states already having power (Billings 1979). 

Traditional politica l culture supported an oligarchic system of inequality that existed in 

the South because "organic characteristics of the pre-industrial social order" were present 

(Elazar 1972:93). In sharp contrast to the Moralistic model, Traditionalistic political 

culture saw the role of government as one of maintenance of inequality and paternali stic 

power structures. This political system tends to be anti-bureaucratic because bureaucracy 

has mechanisms that could upset the informal networking and established power 

structures of the elite. Centralized authority and rival belief systems are viewed with 

suspicion, as they may upset the status quo. This was of particular relevance in the 

Kentucky Shakers' Southern environment. 

Most individual Shakers of Kentucky were socialized in the traditional political 

environment that was suspicious of central authority, especially prevalent in the 

leadership structure of Believers. Confederate sympathizing suspicions Kentuckians, 
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especially in the vicinity of South Union, were concerned with the Shaker organization 's 

motives and influences because of their creed. The Shaker beliefs adhered to many key 

principles that were contrary to Southern power structures: communism, abolitionism, 

and relative gender equality. The traditionalistic political culture likely made it more 

difficult to gain converts in Kentucky than in other areas where the Shaker creed was not 

so out of line with regional political norms. Also, the Shakers' neighbors in Kentucky 

(especially at South Union, due to its location promoting stronger ties with the Southern 

region) were more antagonistic toward Believers due to the clash of values, heightened 

by the pressure of traditionalistic political culture. The influence of traditional political 

culture heightened worries of some Kentuckians because of ideological influences that 

could upset the long-established paternalistic power structures. 

These three political cultures followed similar patterns of concentration and 

migratory dispersal as Glassie' s (I 969) major folk culture source areas, and Mitchell's 

(1978) cultural hearths: New England, Southeastern Pennsylvania, and the Chesapeake 

region of Virginia. These cultural patterns (material, political, and folkways) all followed 

similar movements and affected the regions of Shaker inhabitation. Daniel Elazar 

(1972:99) elaborated on the migration of political culture traits in a similar manner as 

these other theorists: 

basic patterns of political culture were set during the period of the rural-land 
frontier by three great currents of American migration that began on the east 
coast and moved westward after the colonial period. Each current moved, in the 
persons of the westward migrants, from east to west along more or less fixed 
paths, following lines ofleast resistance which generally led them due west from 
the immediately previous area of settlement. 

The map below depicts Elazar's plotting of dominant political culture patterns in 

the mid-20th century. It is expected that the early 19th century differentiation would 
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have been more pronounced due to the limitations of travel and communication 

technologies of the era. 

Figure 2.4 Dominant Political Culture by State 

Organizational Aspects of Shakerism 

The organizational structure ofthe Shakers is significant to consider in this 

examination of the Kentucky communities. New Lebanon, New York (also called Mount 

Lebanon after 1861) was the crown of Shaker hierarchy, with the Central Ministry there 

having ultimate authority on all matters of the religion. Most Shaker villages had 

Ministries who presided over all affairs of the community, including spiritual (elders and 

eldresses) and temporal (deacons and deaconesses) leaders of each communal family. 

Shakers were proficient at establishing complex organizational systems that were 

perfect models tor Max Weber's ideal type of bureaucracy (Weber, Roth, and Wittich 
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1978 [1921]), or contemporary incarnations ofWeberian bureaucracy theory (Ritzer 

1993; Ritzer 1998). Bureaucracy is an organizational model, rationally created, and 

designed to execute compound tasks in an efficient manner. Though the Shakers 

developed their administrative structures more than a hundred years prior to Weber's 

concept, their mode of operation is perhaps the most ideal type of bureaucracy from the 

period. Their model adhered to Weber's key components of bureaucracy: labor 

specialization, leadership hierarchy, propensity of rules and policies, technical 

competence, and an abundance of written formal communications (Weber, Roth, and 

Wittich 1978 [ 1921 ]). 

In line with Weberian bureaucracy, communal families were certainly 

hierarchical, with those having the most senior membership composing the Church, and 

groupings consisting primarily of new members were Novitiates. Novitiates (gathering 

orders) were essentially Shakers-in-training before either becoming full member of the 

Church or leaving the community. Before members could be accepted into the Church, 

they signed the covenant and conveyed all personal property to the community. The 

signature act affirmed the communal environment of Shaker beliefs. 
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Figure 2.5 Shaker Leadership Structure 
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Names for the communal family categories (e.g. gathering order, novitiate, 2"d order, I 51 

order, Church, etc.) varied somewhat over the years and there were also differences 

between South Union and Pleasant Hill terminologies (Neal 1947). 

To avoid confusion, I will suffice with the general labels of the Church 

(composed offull members who had signed the covenant) and the Novitiates (composed 

of those who were new to Shakerism, on a probationary status, and had not signed the 

covenant). The division between residents of the Church family dwellings and those of 

the Novitiates was not so precise, as full-fledged Church members lived among the 

Novitiates as leaders and trainers. Also probationary Believers were permitted to live 

with Church families at times. Though there were regular exceptions to the living 

arrangements, the general living model used placed full members in the Church and trial 

members in the Novitiate houses. At Pleasant Hill the Church families were the East, 

Centre, and West, with Novitiate orders housed in the West Lot and the North Lot 

families (Clark and Ham 1968). At South Union the Church members were housed in the 

Center family, and the Novitiates were in the East and North families (Neal 1947:39). 

Shaker leaders desired to buffer members ofthe Church from those of the Novitiate 

orders. Though not forbidden to interact, effort was made to reduce contact for fear that 

new members would corrupt those of the Church. One attempt to avoid this interaction 

was accomplished by placing the Novitiate orders at significant distances from the 

Church buildings. At Pleasant Hill some dwellings for new members were almost a mile 

from the Church families. At South Union they were closer, but still somewhat removed. 

This distancing of potential members from the committed Shakers was also an 
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ideological buffer, to prevent competing values and behaviors from seeping into the 

villages. 

Some communities, especially those in close proximity to one another, were 

occasionally combined under one joint Ministry and called a Bishopric. The Harvard and 

Shirley Massachusetts villages were combined under the authority of one Ministry, and 

were only approximately seven miles apart. The Harvard-Shirley Bishopric is an 

example of Shaker efficiency and administrative design that was effective due to 

similarities of the inhabitants, landscapes, and environments of the two communities. 

(Horgan 1987; Thurman 2002). 

In contrast to the Bishopric form of Shaker governmental structure, the western 

Shaker societies of Ohio, Kentucky, and lndiana7 all were under the authority of the 

Ministry at Union Village, Ohio. Though each village had individual ministries (with 

some intermittent exceptions), Union Village was the authoritative hub around which all 

Western Shaker settlements were organized. Certainly the Central Ministry at New 

Lebanon was the absolute authority on all matters ofShakerdom, but Union Village acted 

as the intermediary of authority between the New York pinnacle and the Western 

villages, as this entry about Union Village in a Pleasant Hill Journal illustrates: 

... and the Ministry there of as having the particular charge of all other societies 
in the Western States tho (sic) under the general supervision of the Church at 
New Lebanon, which order and regulation still continues (Pleasant Hill Shakers 
1805-1817:10). 

1 West Union village was established in far western Indiana in 1810. Sometimes called Busro, the 
community was populated intermittently between 1810 and 1827. The village was the only Shaker 
community formed on the true frontier. The community was heavily supplemented from Union Village 
and the Kentucky societies, but finally closed in 1827 due to a combination of disease, distance from 
support networks, and environmental hardships. The closure of West Union was the first failure of a 
significant Shaker community. 
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In such a mediated communicative relationship, with Union Vi llage acting as the link 

between local actors and the doctrinal, authoritative seat at New Lebanon, a conflict over, 

or dilution of, local norms would be expected. 

Figure 2.6 Shaker Organization circa 1826 

Organizational Communication Factors 

Communication in the first three decades of Western Shakerism between the far 

outposts and New Lebanon was problematic. It is likely that many ideas, messages, and 

orders were lost or altered bridging the nine hundred mile j ourney between New Lebanon 

and Union Village. When orders were received at Union Village they were disbursed to 

48 



the other Ministries of the west for implementation, creating significant opportunities for 

reinterpretation, additions, or omissions of the edicts from the Holy Mount. 

Official messages ofShakerism were not the only inhibited communication within 

the sect. Regional language patterns also varied significantly. The Shakers and their 

neighbors had associations through common aspects of regional vernacular language 

patterns. The etymology of the term vernacular is an interesting bridge to the general 

topic of local cultural traits, Shakers and the South. Vernacular can reter to various 

cultural manifestations, but a primary use of the term is in relation to language. In 

sociolinguistics, vernacular refers to a speech or language dialect that is used in a 

particular region or country. The most studied vernacular linguistic dialect of the United 

States is Southern English (Bernstein 2003; Labov, Ash, and Boberg 2006). 

During his travels to Kentucky, Elder Henry Blinn commented on the speech 

patterns of Kentucky Shakers that he felt where peculiar- as they spoke in a Southern 

American English dialect. The Elder wrote " localisms make a prominent feature in the 

language of the Shakers. They say a thing is - 'mighty good' 'mighty strong,' or it is a 

'mighty long ways.' They say ' I reckon' while the Yankees say 'I guess."' (Blinn 1966 

[1873]-a:23). He also wrote of other unusual Southern phrasing: "Kentuckians say 'it is 

a right smart place' and 'does a heap of business"' (Blinn 1966 [1873J-b:55). Localized 

names of fish were also confusing. On June 151 1873 he had breakfast consisting of 

"some fagot fish caught in the Ohio river. Some ofthe bones resemble a bundle of 

fagots. Jane [Sutton?] thought they were the Red horse or buffalo fish. These names are 

evidently better understood by a Kentuckian than by a New Englander" (Blinn 1965 

[1873]: 123). New York Shaker leader Isaac N. Youngs also made fun of the Kentucky 
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Shakers' speech patterns in his travel journals. While at South Union in 1834, Isaac 

ridiculed the Southern dialect of Kentucky Believers by writing in his journal about a 

meal he partook of in the "great dining room" at South Union; Youngs said "Here we had 

matters in rate generwine stvle" (Wergland 2006:89). He made fun of the local 

pronunciations with his notation of"real genuine style" within his journal, highlighting 

the divergent speech differences between the Southern Shakers and those ofNew York 

and the New England. Vernacular refers to language usage connected to place, just as the 

term similarly applies to material culture. Vernacular culture and folk culture are similar 

concepts as both are cultural products of human socialization and patterns of migration. 

Language differences and distance, combined with poor transportation and 

communication mechanisms between the Kentucky villages and Union Village fostered 

an environment for more autonomy and independence than would be expected in the 

scheme of Shaker social order. South Union was approximately 140 miles southwest of 

Pleasant Hill. In turn, Pleasant Hill was about 135 miles south of Union Village, Ohio. 

South Union, the "outermost branch of the vineyard" was a long, difficult 300 mile 

journey from Union Village and over 1,200 from New Lebanon. In sharp contrast, the 

Ohio communities of Watervliet and White Water were respectively 27 and 42 miles 

from the Ohio hub (Rhorer 1996:14-1 5; Stein 1988:49-50). 

As transportation improved, the potential for relative isolation at the Kentucky 

viUages diminished. Ironically, during the latter third of the 19th century, with the 

addition of railroads adjacent to both Southern villages, interaction among the societies 

did not increase as all communities were focusing their intellectual and physical energies 

inward as the movement began a rapid decline. The relative distance between the two 
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Kentucky communities and the western Shaker headquarters at Union Village combined 

with cultural and ideological differences of the Southern adherents from the remainder of 

Shakerdom, cultivated an environment that encouraged variation. The communication 

and transportation situation was one that the New Lebanon leadership could not 

overcome, even with significant efforts on the part ofthe Central Ministry. Undoubtedly 

in the first three decades of Western Shakerism, the Central Ministry at New Lebanon felt 

as if they could oversee the Ohio and Kentucky societies by installing all of the early 

leaders (the Ministries) of the fledgling communities with Shakers from the Northeast. 

This action removed local control and provided a manner wherein New Lebanon 

managed her far away outposts by being at the helm, in leadership positions. 

The leadership arrangement essentially was a domestic expatriate model, much in 

the same manner as contemporary corporate leadership is exported to endeavors in other 

lands. An expatriate is the label given to someone who is usually temporarily living in a 

culture or location different from their land of origin. The difference between expatriate 

and immigrant is that an immigrant intends to make the new land a permanent home, 

whereas the expatriate plans to return to his or her native homeland. I use the term 

expatriate instead of colonizer because the Northeastern leadership did not intend to reap 

resources from their southern and western expansion, which was a significant component 

of colonialism. Instead, the Northeasterners' manifest intent was to spread the ideology 

of their religion, but an important latent function of the mission was the transmission of 

components of the Northeastern ideology to the new converts. The manifest expansion of 

Shaker beliefs was successful, but the implanting of New England cultural ways to the 

Kentucky Believers was a failed enterprise. 
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Fundamentally, the leaders New Lebanon who were sent from New York to 

administer all Western Shaker villages were expatriates. They only intended to be 

dispatched for a temporary period. Another factor supporting the expatriate label, 

through experiencing ideas and interacting with those of different cultures, the expatriate 

still is grounded in their culture of origin. Though their tenures were meant to be short, 

several died while serving in the west, and others served the satellite villages for decades. 

The lead elder in the first Ministry at Union Village was David Darrow. Darrow 

was selected by Mother Lucy Wright8 to oversee all societies in the west. Lucy Wright 

gave Darrow guidance, but granted considerable leeway to his judgment in administering 

the societies in his domain. Darrow did not have completely free reign, as exemplified 

when Lucy Wright wrote to caution him about spending too much t ime traveling and 

preaching instead of tending to domestic concerns of Union Village, "beware therefor 

(sic) lest you get darkened and lose sight of your own lot and calling" she penned (Wright 

1807). Wright was very aware of the deviant perception that the public may have of a 

female leading a religious movement in the early 19th century, so she min imized her 

visibility by using Darrow as the public face of Shakerism in the west. In addition to 

David Darrow acting as Wright's agent; another instance was the letter of introduction to 

Shakerism that she dispatched with the early three Western missionaries was not signed 

by her, or any other female leaders. Instead, she had the letter signed by prominent male 

leaders of the church, probably to ward off heresy charges by frontier ministers against 

Shakerism giving divine credence to female leadership. 

8 Mother Lucy Wright was the supreme leader of Shakerism during their period of greatest growth; she 
headed the Central Ministry from 1796 till her death in 1821. Wright was a disciple of Mother Ann Lee. 
She was arguably the most influential leader in the history of the movement, and was certainly the most 
powerful female after the period of Ann Lee. 
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Darrow was given the task of installing the authoritarian model to Western 

Shakerism that was in place among the New England villages. Discipline, adherences to 

policy, and surveillance were key tenants of the Eastern model, making Shaker villages 

into total institutions where everyday life was controlled and boundaries maintained with 

strict pol icies and enforcement (Goffman 1961 ). If the Northeastern villages of the early 

1800s were total institutions, perhaps a better term for Ohio and Kentucky communities 

under Darrow's watch would be "partial institutions" because he allowed a more lax 

atmosphere, though strict, less so than in the Northeastern colonies (Ham 1962: 174). The 

development of the Western societies also came at a cost to the more established Eastern 

Shakers, in that they dispatched many of their most talented leaders and also expended 

significant economic resources in bringing the Ohio and Kentucky communities into the 

folds of the movement. Repeated requests for financial assistance from the East were so 

common that the Central Ministry "finally began to refuse the petitions, explaining that 

the drain was adversely affecting the morale of the eastern Believers" (Stein 1992:65). 

Though perhaps the expansion was her greatest legacy, the first 25 years of the westward 

spread created a significant strain on Lucy Wright's Shaker organization. 

Northeastern Bias in the Shaker Leadership 

The first Ministries ofthe Kentucky societies were installed from the Northeast, 

including John Meacham, Samuel Turner, Lucy Smith, and Anna Cole at Pleasant Hill 

and Benjamin Seth Youngs, Joseph Allen, Molly Goodrich, and Mercy Pickett at South 

Union. Though they endured significant hardships, and faced more difficult and 

primitive conditions than if they remained in the Northeast, these early leaders seemed to 

all have at least some affinity toward their temporary Southern homes. It was common 
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for Shakers to keep travel journals when making long trips, especially when they would 

travel from the Northeast to the Kentucky and Ohio for temporary visits of less than a 

few months. Strangely, the Eastern leadership took almost 30 years before venturing to 

the Ohio and Kentucky communities in 1834, when Isaac Youngs and Rufus Bishop (lead 

elder in the Central Ministry) visited. In examining these travel journals, we garner 

evidence of the ideological differences between the Northeastern Shakers and the 

Kentuckians. The Northeastern Shakers who came for temporary visits were not usually 

fond of Kentucky or the South. Though they generally viewed Ohio in a positive 

manner, Kentucky was not seen as a desirable place. Northeastern visitors often referred 

to the symbolic Ohio River as the symbolic ideological divide between free and slave 

states - the North and South. The water divide also marked differences in political 

culture, material culture, language patterns, etc. 

Isaac Youngs (1834:79) wrote shortly after entering the southern state "so much 

for a beginning in Kentucky- and now for a ramble over the hills & along the runs & 

stony bottoms of dried up water courses- through the desolate regions of a slave state." 

While continuing his journey with Central Ministry Elder Rufus Bishop, Youngs wrote 

more unfavorable views of Kentucky: 

our Journey today has been remarkable ... [in this] gloomy wilderness. Once in 
a while a gloomy habitation of some miserable human being would intrude upon 
the sight and a miserable patch of corn once in a while would appear. Not a 
single dwelling house have I seen today fit for any decent people to inhabit & not 
much wonder at that, for I know not that I have seen half acre of level land today. 
The most I have seen today that seemed like life was a kind of gristmill of which 
we passed 7 or 8 today. They were sort of disgusting looking concern huddled 
(?) up in open shabby kind of log building (Youngs I 834:80-81 ). 

Youngs was not impressed with the city of Lexington, Kentucky and its 

unremarkable citizens. While there on August 2"d, 1834 he wrote: "as for Lexington, I 
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would remark it is a pretty extensive place, an incorporated city, surrounded by a pretty 

fair looking country. It looks like an old settled place, it seems to be in a middling 

condition - not elegant, not very clean, the inhabitants not very enterprising" (Youngs 

1834:85). 

Members of the Mount Lebanon Central Ministry, consisting of Giles Avery, 

Harriet Bullard, and Anna White, came to Kentucky in 1889 on a fact-finding mission to 

consider consolidation or closing the Western societies (Rhorer 1996:50). Upon crossing 

the Ohio River on April 1, 1889, Eldress Bullard also wrote on a scathing account of 

Kentucky, laden with prejudice and drawing on popular culture references from Uncle 

Tom's Cabin, emphasizing ideological and cultural differences between the North and 

South: 

The Mason & Dixon line is passed as we cross the Ohio 
river, and we are among the Corn Crackers (Kentucky) No 
need of being informed that such is the fact. We know by 
appearances ... The scent of whiskey pollutes the 
atmosphere. Uncle Tom's Log Cabin with chimneys built 
on the outside of one end are common as the sooty children 
that inhabit them, and the dirty pigs root up to the door sill 
(Bullard 1889:N.p.). 

When Eldress Bullard reached South Union, she noted that the "accommodations" 

were "not as good" as those at "Union Village". She had to use a "hand broom and 

duster" because the hosts "have not cleaned house." Eldress Bullard was amazed at the 

disorder she witnessed in a Shaker community, writing "a lack of good house-keeping 

present(?) everywhere; girls shop the same and the children are ragged and dirty." She 

had significant concerns that many South Union members were not true adherents to the 

faith, as she felt she was "among false brethren and sisters" (Bullard l889:N.p.). In 1847, 
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Prudence Morrell visited the western villages and kept a travel diary. She was originally 

a member of the Union Village community, but was transferred to New Lebanon in the 

late 1820s. Sister Morrell provides a unique vantage point because she was originally 

from Ohio, but spent nearly 20 years at New Lebanon before her brief return visit to her 

Ohio home. In her writings we see a combination of a woman socialized in the Ohio 

setting, but who was exposed to ideas of New Lebanon for the greatest part of her adult 

life. She was delighted to see old friends and surroundings upon arriving at Union 

Village in May of 1847. Several days after she arrived in Ohio, Prudence noted on May 

29th "the Ministry came to see us and conversed about many things and among the many 

there was something said about our going to Pleasant Hill. We informed them that we 

were not at all anxious to go but would give the matter up entirely to them to decide 

according to their best judgment" (Morrell 1968 [1847]-a:41). Sister Prudence made no 

secret of her desire to not visit the Kentucky society, yet she would succumb to the 

desires of the Union Village Ministry if they made her go. Almost a month later, on June 

251
h, Sister Morrell (1968 [1847]-a:47) wrote: 

The Ministry appear (sic) to have a feeling for us to go with them to Pleasant Hill 
and South Union. On our part we feel no anxiety about it one way or an other 
(sic); but submit the matter wholly to them. We do not feel straitened to go with 
them, knowing the mind of the Ministry in the East previous to leaving there. 

It is unclear exactly what Prudence Morrell meant with her comment about the 

New Lebanon Ministry's thoughts in relation to her lack of desire to travel to the 

Kentucky villages, but it was obviously a topic of instruction from them prior to her 

departure from the Northeast. 1 believe that it is quite likely that Sister Morrell was 

authorized by the Central Ministry to visit Ohio without specific instruction to go to 

Kentucky, but she lacked forbiddance to take the journey into the South either. It is 
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obvious from her writing that she did not want to go to Kentucky, but deferred to the 

Union Village Ministry to make the decision. 

On June 6111, 1843 Prudence arrived at South Union, along with the Union Village 

Ministry, and had to convalesce because the trip left her " nearly cover' d as it were from 

head to feet with ticks & jiggers [chiggers]." Fortunately the South Union Sisters gave 

Prudence a hot bath to "prevent their [the bug's] rage" and tried to "wash off the ticks; 

but the ir hands were so pressed into the skin that some of them we had to get out with the 

tweezers." She did not fare so well against her chigger infestation, noting that "they were 

not bigger than the point of a pin. They are much worse than the ticks, and between those 

two savage vermin we had but little whole skin left on our bodies" (Morrell 1968 [ 184 7]

a:58-59). Undoubtedly her insect infestation was not a pleasant beginning for the 

Kentucky trip she had little desire to take. 

Sister Morrell also expressed cynicism about the sincerity of the Kentucky 

Believers, as she seemed to feel that their caring and attention was not for her personal 

attributes, but instead showered upon her because she was a member of the holy pinnacle 

Shaker community at New Lebanon. "The people here make no great parade; but the 

real respect they show us is truly mortifying; but we know it is on account of our coming 

from Lebanon, and not on our own account. We labor to bear it as we can" (Morrell 

1968 [1847]-a:59). After leaving South Union, in route to Pleasant Hill, sister Morrell 

encountered Slavery up-close, which undoubtedly contributed to her disdain and 

cynicism about Kentucky. She wrote about "The colored people at work but the lazy 

whites sitting round thick enough to breed the plague" (Morrell 1968 [1847]-a:83). 
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Prudence and the Union Village Ministry passed a man traveling with 30 of his slaves, 

concerned by their appearance she asked the slaves: 

what they had to eat? They said nothing but bacon & bread, coffee, twice a day. 
What does your master eat? He eats butter & bread and green tea and so on. We 
felt diverted to hear them talk, but after we left them I had some serious 
reflections upon what my eyes are daily beholding on this journey, and could not 
thanks to God for the salvation l have found meditate upon them (Morrell 1968 
[l847)-b:83-84). 

Sister Morrell reveals her deeply-rooted thoughts after first-hand witnessing 

slavery, which created a significant ideological divide between the environmental context 

of the Kentucky Shakers and remainder of the sect. Prudence Morrell's travel journal 

provides very interesting insights into the mindset of an Ohio native who was socialized 

for the significant majority of her Shaker life at New Lebanon. 

Elder Henry Blinn of Canterbury, New Hampshire critiqued the educational 

attainment of the Kentucky Shakers and their desire for material prosperity with those of 

his region. Near the closure of his 1873 visit, Blinn commented on education levels and 

the Kentucky Shakers' desire for material wealth: 

Although the Shaker societies are the redeeming features of the southern states, 
still in the case of education as a whole they are far in the rear of many societies 
in the north. Located as they are, in a section of the country, where every earthly 
blessing is lavished upon them, they toil unceasingly for year to year in search of 
the treasures of this world. Really it seems that they work harder than the 
Brethren & Sisters do at the north, and have less time for mental, moral or 
spiritual cultivation. This being the case where is the advantage of a residence in 
a southern climate? If to obtain a milder winter, that indeed, is but poor 
compensation (Blinn 1966 [1873]-b:64). 

The travel journals confirm negative attitudes of Northeastern Shakers concerning 

Kentuckians and Southerners. The New England visitors had a somewhat milder view of 

their religious relatives at South Union and Pleasant Hill than non-Shaker inhabitants of 
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the region as a whole. The travel writings provide insight into the ideological differences 

between the Northeastern Shakers and their Southern kindred. 

Shakers and their Neighbors 

As there were differences between the Kentucky Shakers and their counterparts in 

the North, a divide also existed between the Believers and their neighbors. The variation 

between the Shakers and their Kentucky neighbors was not based on regional difference, 

but was mostly a result of religious and organizational divergence. Professing belief in a 

female Christ Spirit and a communistic system of life was extremely deviant in all states, 

but especially in Kentucky with a traditional political culture and being somewhat 

isolated from alternative worldviews compared to the New England environment. In the 

first few decades the Kentucky Shakers' strange ideas and beliefs created much suspicion 

toward the deviant sect by their neighbors. Additionally, negative campaigns and 

violence against Shakers from apostates and disillusioned family members were 

common, especially in the first thirty years of the movement in Kentucky; these 

campaigns created public image problems for the sect (Bauer and Portman 2004: 112-115; 

DeWolfe 1998; DeWolfe 2002; DeWolfe 2004). Through regular interaction and 

development of pleasant relationships, eventually the Believers gained the trust with most 

neighbors and developed very close friendships with some. Though the thrust of my 

argument in this study connects the environmental influences to the Kentucky Shakers, 

there is also evidence to support that the Believers influenced their neighbors. 

Considering influence the Shakers and their neighbors had on each other, even 

though the behavior was discouraged, the different Shakers of Novitiate and Church 

orders also interacted creating a setting for the synthesis of ideas. Some of these ideas 
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were not conducive to the orders of New Lebanon. Separation between Novitiates and 

the Church was not so successful in Kentucky. One particular case of an ideological 

breach at Pleasant Hill and the handling of the scenario was perhaps the most significant 

organizational and leadership crisis of Western Shakerism. It involved all primary 

players of the sect, particularly the communities and leadership of South Union, Pleasant 

Hill, and Union Village. Though they were a monastic sect, Shakers did not exist in a 

vacuum; they interacted with the world in three major ways. 

First, since they practiced celibacy, they were dependant on attracting converts to 

replenish or gain in membership. This required Believers to go into the world and 

practice evangelism to entice new members to join, like this trip on December 151
h, 1846 

when "Bro. Jacobs, Bro. Charles Clapp, and Elder George also Sarah Pool and Jane Ryan 

started at 5 oclock (sic) am to Craborchard (sic) to preach by Candelight to night (sic) at 

said place. Wednesday night at Stanford, Thursday night Danville, Friday night at 

Harrodsburg, Saturday return home" (Burnett 1846-1853:N.p.). 

Second, the Shakers were dependent upon economic relations with the world, 

selling their wares to those outside the community, and purchasing outside items of need. 

Shakers routinely made trade journeys to sell their products, such as on November th, 

1859 when "Jacob Voris & E.W. Scott set out for New Orleans with garden seeds and 

confectionary to sell" from Pleasant Hill (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1 843-1868:86). 

Third, the Shakers interacted regularly with their neighbors . Though controlled 

and discouraged. Believers also interacted with their family members outside of the 

communities. Large natal families often joined the Shakers, especially in first several 

decades of the movement in Kentucky. Even under the tighter surveillance of the earlier 
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decades, the family communication networks between Shakers and their family members 

on the outside often were maintained. These networks often served to facilitate 

transitions to the non-Shaker world as Believers left the Shaker lifestyle. Genealogist 

Jean C. Dones' (1993) research on the Voris family at Pleasant Hill revealed these 

familial networks were strong, even under the watchful eyes of the early expatriate 

leaders. Francis Voris, an early Shaker Trustee at Pleasant Hill, absconded and became a 

successful merchant in Peoria, Illinois. Voris was drawn to Peoria by a former Shaker, 

James Balance. After he became established, Voris provided assistance for several 

Pleasant Hill Shakers to leave the community and migrate to Illinois. 

Sometimes family tensions between Shakers and relatives on the outside flared. 

Often these conflicts were over child custody or hurt feelings from the disillusion of 

matrimonial connections. Sibling connections also were maintained. This humorous 

journal passage exemplifies that the Kentucky Shakers retained family connections, and 

humanizes their lives, which are often thought of as mundane: 

Caroline Wittymore, Harlot of Harrodsburg, who who (sic) had been brought 
from Lincoln cty (sic) when a child and stayed till she was driven off in 
consequence of her wicked ways; came back here today with one or two of her 
associated prostitutes under the influence ofLiquer (sic) called to see her 
Bro[ther] James. She in violation of order sought and found him at the East 
Wash House where she grappled(?) and bore him off. She carrying a huge 
Horse Pistol in one hand and swearing vengeance to those who dared to interfere. 
James made no resistance but walked willingly along with her (Burnett 1846-
1853:N.p.). 

Tensions among Shaker Leaders 

The Shakers were connected to their social environment by their evangelical 

activities, trade missions, and connections to neighbors and family networks. The Shaker 

villages were not isolated, though perhaps the leadership wished they were to prevent 
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alternative ideas from entering the community. Mother Lucy Wright was the supreme 

leaders of Shakerism from the time the Western villages were founded until her death in 

1821. Wright had a divine leadership lineage in that she was a follower of Mother Ann 

Lee, and Mother Ann's testimonies said that gaining Lucy Wright to Shakerism was 

"equal to gaining a nation" (Andrews 1963 :56). Wright was a mentor who had 

significant confidence in Mother Lucy Smith, who she sent from New Lebanon to lead 

the Pleasant Hill Community. Wright's assurance of Lucy Smith's abilities was evident 

when she wrote David Darrow, leader of Western Shakerism, saying: 

Respecting Elder John's [Meacham] going to Kentucky to gather his gift there, I 
feel union with it and believe that Lucy Smith is the most suitable sister to have 
the first gift with Elder John of any that has gone from these parts [the 
Northeast]. But according to my understanding he is very backward man 
[emphasis added] and Lucy is a very forward-spirited woman [emphasis 
added], and therefore they may be mutual helps to each other. I look upon Lucy 
to be a likely woman and think she may be very suitable to go to such a place 
(Wright 1809). 

This letter from Wright, with all the authority of the Central Ministry and Ann 

Lee's legacy behind its words, strongly sets the stage for Lucy Smith to be installed by 

Darrow as the lead Eldress ofPleasant Hill. Also, the genealogy of Lucy Smith's 

authority, Ann Lee - Lucy Wright - Lucy Smith, would have been common knowledge 

among the Western Shakers, likely placing Smith in awe of the spiritually youthful 

Kentucky converts. Smith was in the female lead of the Pleasant Hill Ministry with John 

Meacham until 1818 when he is recalled to New Lebanon for perceived disobedience in 

the Kentucky community (Rhorer 1996:20-21). Wright' s confidence in John Meacham 

was gone, as she wrote to Darrow "it is not likely that John will be either willing or able 

to tell the whole truth about himself or others". Wright then chided Darrow for his 

whining for continual assistance from the East, urging him to take responsibility for 
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Western Shakerism "you must look to the protection ofthe Believers in the west, and not 

leave it tome-nor us [New Lebanon]-to do, for we cannot do it" (Wright 18l8a). 

With John Meacham recalled to New Lebanon, the male lead in the Pleasant Hill 

Ministry fell on Samuel Turner, another New Lebanon veteran, as he ascended to first on 

the male side. Wright had little confidence in Turner's leadership abilities, realizing her 

favorite daughter, Lucy Smith, would the ultimate leader of the Pleasant Hill society. 

Wright wrote "it is hard for us to believe that Samuel T[umer] will do for first [in the 

Pleasant Hill Ministry)", instead she thought another New York expatriate at Pleasant 

Hill "Comstock [Betts]" was the "most suitable to stand first" (Wright 1818b). Against 

Wright's wishes, David Darrow elevated Samuel Turner to the male lead in the Pleasant 

HHI Ministry. Along with the leadership changes, Lucy Wright had concerns about 

dissent building among the Kentucky villages, as she questioned "whether there is good 

union between those [Kentucky] societies and the Church at Union Village" (Wright 

18l8b). 

In the first 30 years all the western Shaker villages were lead by Ministries 

populated by expatriate leaders from the Northeast. Just because these expatriates were 

all aliens in Kentucky and Ohio with common backgrounds in Eastern Shakerism does 

not mean they were all worked in communion for the common good of the Shaker cause. 

Personality conflicts, jealousy, deceit, and communication difficulties plagued the 

Eastern expatriate leaders and came to a boiling point with a personal clash between 

Elder Benjamin Seth Youngs of South Union and Mother Lucy Smith, leader of Pleasant 

Hill (and the only female leader of a Western Ministry). 

63 



The clash among Northeastern expatriate leaders further highlights the 

organizational ailment within the sect, as 20 years after the founding of the Ohio and 

Kentucky communities, the Central Ministry was still reluctant to turn over power to 

local leaders, who could have been more responsive and adaptive to the unique 

environmental settings of the Kentucky communities. 

David Darrow (Union Village) and Benjamin Seth Youngs (South Union) had 

tensions between them. Benjamin Seth Youngs, sometimes referred to as "Little 

Benjamin" due to his small stature, was thought to be overly ambitions by Darrow 

(Andrews 1963:92). In his writings, Darrow said he felt that Benjamin's aspirations 

would not be satisfied with anything short of "being first" (Humez 1993 :75). Another 

source of agitation for Benjamin Seth Youngs was the title of"Mother" that Lucy Smith 

was given, and affirmed by her mentor "Mother" Lucy Wright of the Central Ministry. 

By 1820 these esteemed parental titles were a rarity, only held in the West by "Father" 

David Darrow (Union Village) and Smith (Pleasant Hill). After David Darrow's death in 

1825, parental titles were no longer granted and declared obsolete by the Central Ministry 

except for deceased founders of the religion and Lucy Wright (Stein 1992: I ll). Humez 

(1993:75) concluded that Benjamin Seth Youngs housed significant jealousy over the use 

of parental titles in the West, since he was not bestowed one. Considering that Youngs 

could not stand for anything short of "being first," it is probable that hearing his Pleasant 

Hill colleague referred to as Mother Lucy was a source of irritation and resentment. 

The 1820s was a decade of great growth at Pleasant Hill, the village reached its 

peak population of approximately 450-500 members in the spring of 1827. Along with 

the rapid growth came an influx of converts with many new and conflicting ideologies to 
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key tenants of Shakerism. The influx of a variety of ide.ological perspectives created a 

climate of change, including democratic style discussions, debates, and interactions with 

Shaker leaders (Brewer 1986:88; Rhorer 1996:22). Mother Lucy Smith was receptive to 

the ideas, though they may not have been in accordance with the strict organizational 

control and authority required by New Lebanon. David Darrow of Union Village saw 

the democratic movement at Pleasant Hill as problematic and feared the ideas contrary to 

order could spread upward into the Church. 

As new members flooded into Pleasant Hill, several came from such competing 

religious or utopian movements as: New Lights, Universalists, and followers of Robert 

Owen's teachings from the society at New Harmony, Indiana (Ham 1962: 176). Though 

Darrow had concerns about the waves of new members, he also was more flexible with 

the Kentucky and Ohio villages, allowing more autonomy than in those of the east. Since 

Lucy Wright had already reprimanded him about whining to the Central Ministry with 

western problems, he probably continued his leadership philosophy and methods from 

fear of requesting additional advice from the Central Ministry (Ham 1962: 174; Rhorer 

1996:23). Meanwhile, Benjamin Seth Youngs was observing what he felt were 

irregularities at Pleasant Hill, in departure from the rules of the sect. Youngs regularly 

penned letters to Eastern Shaker leaders (especially author and theologian Calvin Green), 

critical of Smith and her leadership role at Pleasant Hill. Benjamin Seth Youngs was 

probably not so critical of Lucy Smith in his communications with Wright or Darrow, 

likely knowing Wright's fondness for Lucy Smith' s abilities and Darrow's skepticism 

about Youngs' ambitions. 
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Though many new converts with a variety of backgrounds contributed to the 

changes at Pleasant Hill, scholars attribute a significant amount of the alteration in the 

society's ideological path to a particular convert, John Whitbey (Clark and Ham 1968:44; 

Ham 1962:174-185; Lancaster 2001:66; Rhorer 1996:23-24; Stein 1992:128). Whitbey 

joined the society in 1818; he was greatly influenced by intellectual ideas of the era. He 

eventually was attracted to the views of Robert Owen, based on a democratic-communist 

civil society of common good. Owen founded the intentional community at New 

Harmony, Indiana in 1825 on land previously occupied by George Rapp's Harmonist 

society. The mix of utopian ideologies at the convergence of the far southwestern 

Indiana tract is interesting, as George Rapp's society vacated, returning to western 

Pennsylvania, and Owen's new community built on the same spot, adding to Rapp's 

foundation. In 1825 John Whitbey was expelled from Pleasant Hill, probably for pushing 

too hard for reforms, and he joined the New Harmony where he was appointed to a 

leadership body in charge of drafting a new constitution (Clark and Ham 1968:44-45; 

Lockwood 1905:104-105; Rhorer 1996:23). 

As the controversy was brewing at Pleasant Hill, Mother Lucy Smith was also 

becoming more isolated and vulnerable in her leadership position due to the deaths of her 

protectors. The most significant blow to Smith's insulation from leadership challenges 

by Benjamin Seth Youngs was the death ofLucy Wright, Smith 's all powerful mentor, in 

1821. Four years later, David Darrow of Union Village died. Upon Darrow's death 

Tsaccar Bates, another expatriate of Eastern origin and one of the first missionaries to the 

West, was transferred from the struggling West Union, Indiana community to the lead in 

the Union Village Ministry (Stein 1992:111 ). Evan after the death of Wright at New 
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Lebanon, David Darrow was able to keep Benjamin S. Youngs' clandestine campaign to 

discredit Lucy Smith in check. Lucy Smith 's last protective shield fell with Darrow's 

death in 1821 , leaving her vulnerable in the organization, especially with a pending shift 

in power to leaders favorable to Benjamin S. Youngs. 

As a climate of reform spread through Pleasant Hill, Lucy Smith granted some 

changes that deviated from policies of the Central Ministry. The democratically induced 

changes included a relaxing of the Pleasant Hill Ministry's central authority by granting 

more autonomy to each communal family. Each fami ly had a say in the selection of 

certain leaders, as well as the ability to have some control over the familial units' 

economic interests. A journalist in the Trustees' office expressed dissent with Smith's 

actions, referring to these reforms "a very great departure from true Church order" 

(Pleasant Hill Shakers 1845-1894:63). An infusion of new Believers from the failed 

Indiana village of West Union contributed to the volatile environment, by adding yet 

other members from the first significant Shaker failure resulting in the closing of a major 

community. Elder Samuel Turner, Lucy Smith's male counterpart in the Ministry wrote 

that "there are upwards of 40 persons who came from W[est] Union to P[leasant] Hill, the 

most of them are sisters, as there were but few brethren among them at W[est] Union" 

(Turner 1809-1836). 

In addition to the turmoil at Pleasant Hill, unrest was found in other western 

Shaker villages in 1827. It is probable that the immense chaos caused by the breakup of 

the West Union, Indiana community and the resulting diffusion of those members to 

other Ohio and Kentucky villages contributed to the unrest. At Union village a Shaker 

received a premonition in 1827 that "many will prove unfaithful and drop from her [the 
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church's] ranks ... sorrow and adversity will visit ... and defection will be such that 

even the most faithful and devoted among you will begin to forbode (sic) the entire 

annihilation of the church" (MacLean 1907:71). The Watervliet, Ohio Shaker village 

experienced the same type schism over democratic reforms and division of property 

among communal families as was occurring simultaneously at Pleasant Hill. MacLean 

(1907:203) felt the troubles at Watervliet were " largely due to the mismanagement and 

breaking up of the West Union Society." The multiple incidents of unrest around 1827 

point to dysfunction among the Kentucky and Ohio communities, likely caused by a 

combination of external, social environmental factors combined with internal tensions 

resulting from the breakup of West Union, Indiana. 

Influences from other communitarian groups in the region, especially the Owenite 

New Harmony community, combined with the simultaneous breakup of West Union to 

spread conflicting ideologies through the Shaker villages of the west. New Harmony, 

Indiana experienced internal conflict and dissent in this same period, likely producing 

disgruntled members similar to John Whitbey who were looking for other utopian 

community outlets within the region (Bestor 1970: 178-200). It is probable that others 

from New Harmony became caught up in the dispersion of the displaced West Union 

Bel ievers, and joined the novitiate orders of the region's Shaker villages, infecting the 

Shaker creed with the more secular Owenite ideology. 

At Pleasant Hill, the secular infusion created an environment where Elder Samuel 

Tuner possibly sensed Lucy Smith's vulnerably and began to distance him from her. He 

was probably privy to some of Benjamin S. Youngs' plans to undermine her credibility. 

Turner was aware of Lucy Wright and David Darrow's favorable views of Lucy Smith, 
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his partner in the Ministry. Reflecting Smith's privileged standing, Turner described her 

favorably in 1820, writing to Calvin Reed "I can say in truth, she is clothed in our 

Blessed Mother's (Ann Lee's) pure spirit" and that there were "many precious gifts 

which Mother [Lucy] administered to the People" (Turner 1820). After both Lucy 

Wright and David Darrow were dead, Turner switched allegiances to join with Benjamin 

S. Youngs (South Union) and Calvin Green (New Lebanon) to sabotage Lucy Smith 's 

administration. Seven years after applauding Smith's gifts, Turner elaborates on the 

population explosion at Pleasant Hill, along with controversy in the village. He writes to 

Green with a suggestion to sacrifice Smith: 

Should divisions by any means creep in the greater the number the more the 
confusion & distress and without great caution and circumspection a rapid 
increase of number, may insure a division of community & eventually in a fatal 
scattering. It is well for us all to consider what may be the probably consequence 
ofthe removal of all our former church leads & a surviving company taking 
command of the ship .. . much depends on the few survivors of the old stock and 
their example in managing church affairs ... I agree with you my good brother 
that no sacrifice should be deemed to costly when set in competition with Union 
(Turner 1827). 

Green and Elder Turner had obviously discussed removing Lucy Smith from the 

Ministry in the past since he noted "agreement" with Green's prior view that "no 

sacrifice" would be "too costly" with the "removal of' the "church leads." The crisis 

swelled, prompting the Ministry at Union Village to seek advice from the Central 

Ministry; New Lebanon responded to Union Village with concerns that the Pleasant Hill 

reforms could spread throughout the societies, and thus diminish absolute authority of 

other Ministries. The New Lebanon Ministry wrote "If the people succeed in dismissing 

the Ministry at Pleasant Hill, the plague will not stop there; it will go through the land 
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like a flood" they viewed the situation as ''the most formidable attack which Satan has 

made against the work of God" (Ham 1962: 186). 

Youngs' campaign to ruin Mother Lucy Smith, driven by jealousy and ambition, 

was coming to fruition. Union Village dispatched a team to Pleasant Hill to take action, 

as Benjamin Seth Youngs also came from South Union to observe the fruits of his 

operation. The month before Mother Lucy Smith was overthrow, Youngs sent one final 

scathing letter that was marked CONFIDENTIAL to the New Lebanon Ministry to seal 

the deal, alluding to Smith as the source of the reform movement and labeling her with an 

air of arrogance "This idea no doubt commenced at the head and pervaded the body. All 

applauded their Mother, as being superior to all others on Earth. All concerns spiritual 

and temporal, were almost solely in her hands, and under her personal counsel and 

direction" (Youngs 1828). 

Mother Lucy Smith was removed from the Ministry at Pleasant Hill on November 

9th, 1828 when she "set out from Pleasant Hill to return no more" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 

1805-1817:33). After leaving Pleasant Hill, she immediately went to Union Village 

where she remained until June 9, 1829. Smith then departed for her home New Lebanon, 

New York 20 years after her initial arrival to Kentucky. She died on March 12, 1852, 23 

years after returning from her expatriate leadership role in the South. Benjamin S. 

Youngs was successful at dethroning his perceived rival, but his actions damaged 

Youngs' standing with the Kentucky Believers. According to Youngs' (1828) own 

words "all applauded their mother"-- the Pleasant Hill Shakers were fond of Mother 

Lucy Smith, as she was proactive in her reaction to the social and environmental 

conditions within the community. In line with a contemporary paradigm of management 
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and organizational thought known as contingency theory, Mother Lucy Smith adapted her 

community organization to the environmental conditions (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967; 

Weick 1969; Weick 1996). Mother Lucy's adaptations did not last long, as she lacked 

the institutional resources, specifically power and strength in numbers of her support 

network, both of which existed earlier, prior to the deaths of Darrow and Wright 

(Kimberly 1975). 

Lucy Smith's actions were no different than similar behavior of Mount Lebanon 

leaders in the latter quarter of the century, adapting to significant social changes and 

aligning Shakerism with progressive reform movements of the era. Incorrectly labeled 

"saintly but incompetent" (Ham 1962:182) and ''weak in mind and body" (Clark and 

Ham 1968:46) by historians, Smith was instead an innovative leader who was a victim of 

a deceitful campaign headed by South Union's Benjamin Seth Youngs and a patriarchal 

dominant coalition after the death of Wright. Within six years, Youngs began to fall out 

of favor with the home-grown South Union Shakers; in 1836 only two expatriates 

remained in the west - Anna Cole of Pleasant Hill and Youngs at South Union. All the 

others either died during their western service, or had been recalled to the east. A South 

Union member communicated unsympathetic perceptions of Youngs as a lonely, 

expatriate in 1836 by writing "Eastern Believers" were: 

returning home as they are mostly gone from Ohio & Ky. Save Eld.[er] 
Benj.(amin] & Eldress Anna Cole. There is at this time a pretty strong feeling 
hereabouts that Elder Benjamin's gift at South Union" [words were omitted from 
the journal at this point, either a later Shaker's censorship or the scribe's loss for 
words] .. . "he is almost alone with no Eastern sister or brother to keep him 
company. He no doubt feels that the usual respect and obedience hitherto yie lded 
is giving place to more or less independence and insubordination & it is more 
likely that he soon will follow the others who have already gone. This cold 
feeling toward our head is doubtless wrong, but it is a query, whether there is a 
possibility of altering it for the better (Neal 1947:81-82). 
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By the mid-l830s, the native South Union membership had seen through their Ministry 

Elder's fas:ade, revealing his flaws to the point where they had "cold feelings" toward 

him, which produced guilt. 

Under Lucy Smith's administration, the Pleasant Hill community attained its peak 

membership at approximately 450-500 members in the spring of 1827. Likely because of 

the confusion, conflict, and tension within the community, more Shakers apostatized in 

1827. than any other year. Between 1827 and 1830, Pleasant Hill lost approximately 

thirty percent of its members, with a disproportional number of younger Believers 

departing (Clark and Ham 1968:46; Rhorer 1996:27). South Union also reached its 

population peak in 1827, making the spring of that year the numerical climax of 

Shakerism's strength in Kentucky (Neall947:83). 

This example of interpersonal conflict among leaders is an important case study 

of the early Kentucky and Ohio Shakers in an organizational context, on both micro and 

macro levels. On the micro level were the interpersonal conflicts, alliances, and 

interactions among the community leaders. As the Ministries managed interpersonal 

quarrels combined with differing leadership styles, macro-level issues arose in the form 

an encroachment of competing ideologies and cultural practices from the outside world, 

which influenced the attitudes and governmental structure of Pleasant Hill. Similar 

penetrations happened at some other western communities, though they did not reach the 

crisis point created by the added interpersonal conflicts that culminated at Pleasant Hill. 

These micro and macro-level relations culminated in temporary changes in the 
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governmental structure of the community, much to the chagrin of the dominant coalition 

at New Lebanon. 

Technology, Transportation, and Communication 

Communication is important in the organizational context, and the technology 

varied significantly during the duration of the Kentucky villages' lifecycles. Most Shaker 

societies in Kentucky and Ohio were founded from 1805 - 1810, with exceptions of 

White Water and North Union, Ohio where were founded in 1824 and 1822, respectively. 

It is important to consider the transportation and communication lag from the Western 

and Southern Shaker villages to those in the Northeast during this period to grasp how 

difficult interaction was, resulting in vastly slower change in exposure to different ideas. 

The historical setting of the early 19th century was immensely slower for travel and 

communication when compared to the latter half of the same century, with the advent of 

canal systems, steamboats, and railways. When the Kentucky and Ohio villages were in 

their first decade of existence, travel of either persons or mail between the Shaker 

headquarters at New Lebanon to the distant outposts took approximately three or four 

weeks (National Geographic Society 1988: 186). 

By 1830 transportation improvements cut the travel time for mail or people to 

approximately nine to twelve days (National Geographic Society 1988: 192). Slower 

transportation and communication throughout the 19th century made the political culture 

distinctions more pronounced, but the 20th century brought electronic media - first radio, 

then television, which rapidly transmitted ideas. Though television arrived well after the 

closure of Western Shaker communities, its impact on the few remaining Northeastern 

villages in the latter half of the 20th century would be an interesting topic for further 
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inquiry. Radio was in its infancy when the last Western Shaker village closed-- South 

Union, Kentucky in 1922. Motion pictures had evolved more in this period, with the 

theatrical release of native Kentuckian D. W. Griffith's monumental film Birth of a 

Nation in 1915. It is uncertain ifthe remaining few South Union Shakers attended 

motion picture screenings in nearby Bowling Green, or perhaps Nashville. Though the 

possibility exists, I have not discovered references to support such exposure, nor was it 

likely, but the timeline ofthe closure of Western Shaker villages compared to the 

development of communication and mass media technologies is interesting. The 

Kentucky Shakers installed telephones early in the 20th century, with Pleasant Hill 

obtaining long distance phone service in 1901 (Thomas and Thomas 1973:49). South 

Union installed their first telephone in 1910 (Neal1947:258). 

The Shakers were keenly aware of the importance of communication to 

organizational cohesion, as they were prolific letter-writers. At Pleasant Hill in 1870 a 

Shaker commented on the slowness of mail from South Union, writing: 

... but if Uncle Sam drives as slow as a Coach over the mountains, as he does 
over the hills & plains of Kentucky, it may, for all we know, be still keeping up 
the chase. It takes a letter three days & sometimes more, to travel from Pleasant 
Hill to South Union, while one from New Orleans will reach here in the same 
time. For lack of proper connection of the trains of rival roads, the mails are 
detained in this vicinity (Thomas and Thomas 1973: 116). 

Both Kentucky communities established post offices within their villages to facilitate 

efficient mail delivery. In the context ofthe Kentuckians' place within the Shaker 

organization, communication difficulties, especially in the first three or four decades, are 

important for consideration. By communication, I mean the exchange of information, 

including the transference of meaning, within the organization's human networks. As the 

Kentuckians were the far outposts of the Shaker movement, their leaders developed 
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mechanisms to administer the villages with only intermittent dispatches to and from New 

Lebanon, in contrast to villages in the Northeast. The communities in the immediate 

environment ofNew Lebanon likely received weekly, or sometimes daily, 

communication from other Shaker communities in the form of letters or visitors. This 

differentiation is another factor to consider in the variation of the paths of western 

Shakerism (both Ohio and Kentucky) as compared the communities of the east. 

The Shakers also maintained communication links to natal family networks 

outside ofthe insulated borders of the villages' spiritual domains. Family ties that 

regularly traversed the boundaries of Shaker communities are a potentially rich source for 

inquiry into the movement of ideas between the world and Believers. These birth family 

ties, combined with issues of identity and allegiance, are an underutilized information 

source on how individual Shakers were linked to competing belief systems that were 

representative of the regional environment. ln organizational context, Shakers were a 

bounded network of social relationships within individual villages, and between them 

among the larger realm of Shakerism. Likewise, the Shakers were networked beyond 

their borders with both economic and personal ties (of which the family connections were 

often the strongest). The family communications (usually in the form of letters, though 

sometimes through personal visits) usually contained three points of view. First, 

communications in either direction contain a neutral tone that transmitted information on 

personal health, weather, and other small talk. Second, the interactions to those outside 

the Shaker village have internal magnetic tone emphasizing positive aspects of the 

religion, serving an evangelic function ultimately for conversion of the external family to 

Shakerism. Third, interactions from outside the Shaker village borders have a theme to 
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draw from external family members to entice Shakers to leave. Surveillance and 

censorship of cross-boundary communications decreased over the lifecycle of Pleasant 

Hill and South Union. Early letters almost always had to meet the approval of watchful 

leaders, whereas by the last 20 to 30 years of Shakerism in Kentucky, there was pretty 

much an absence of any type of communication oversight. These interactions across the 

borders of Shakerism contributed to the ebb and flow of Shaker belief systems interacting 

with the social and economic contexts of their environmental setting (Dones 1993; Harris 

1889; Harris 1875; Rhorer 1996:9; Stein 1985; Sutton 1883). 

In the context of a large organization, the closer a sub-division is to the center of 

control, or dominant coalition, the more frequent communication exchanges create an 

operational atmosphere that creates a tighter, cohesive network (Katz and Kahn 

1978:428). New Lebanon and the Northeastern communities, being in close proximity to 

each other, had tighter cohesion due to stronger interpersonal networks, especially among 

the leadership. It is probable that Union Village and the two other southwestern Ohio 

villages (Watervliet and White Water) had a similar cohesive bond; there was routine 

interaction among leaders and members of those three villages. Even though the trio was 

closely networked, they were significantly removed from the New Lebanon and the 

Northeastern dominant coalition due to distance and communication di fficulties. The two 

Kentucky communities were relatively isolated in the Shaker realm, creating an 

atmosphere where alternative spiritual and temporal ideas could creep into the societies 

either from the outside world, or from within -originating in the minds of adherents. 

By 1879 the Cincinnati and Southern Railway line ran less than two miles from 

the central village at Pleasant Hill on land acquired from the Believers. Prior to the 

76 



arrival of railroads in 1879 at Pleasant Hill and 1860 at South Union, the most common 

method of travel from other Shaker villages to Kentucky communities was via 

steamboats from Cincinnati (near Union Village and White Water). The Pleasant Hill 

Shakers would utilize the Kentucky River, which bordered their community, for passage 

to the Ohio. South Union used the Barren and Green Rivers as their steamboat access 

points, both being in the vicinity. With the advent of rail service near both Shaker 

villages, their river travels quickly declined. Pleasant Hill frequently shuttled visitors to 

and from the rail station at High Bridge, less than 3 miles from the central village ... 

"May 13, 1887 .. . went to High Bridge A.M. & brought old Rochester & wife Mary & 

their son Marcus here to board with us awhile. They come from Cincinnati & board 

every year" (Daily 1885-1889:207). In 1869 the South Union Believers built a large 

tavern across from the rail depot, containing a hotel and restaurant where the Louisville 

and Nashville railroad tracks crossed their land. As with their kindred at Pleasant Hill, 

the South Union Shakers shuttled visitors to and from their railroad connection. A South 

Union Believer wrote negatively of the shuttling: "thirty more came by train from 

Russellville today- did not bring their dinners with them - a heavy tax on our sisters

Like the fable ofthe frogs- 'what is sport to them is death to us"' (Neall947:162). 
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Figure 2. 7 South Union Train Tavern and Depot 

Spiritual Decline and the Rise of Secularism 

By the time the advances of rail travel arrived toward the end ofthe 19th century, 

and the early 20th century communication technology progress manifested in the 

telephone, the Shakers' attention turned inward. By the late 1870s, all Western Shaker 

villages, and most of the Northeastern communities, were on the verge of rapid decline. 

The origins of the decline were rooted in earlier decades, as the Shakers were unable and 

unwilling to adapt to rapidly changing environmental conditions. Pleasant Hill was the 

most prone for experimentation (though New Lebanon would probably label it 

disobedience), attempting several adjustments throughout the village's lifespan to align 

the village with its environment. The community's disobedience caused the village to 
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loose their self-government on at least three occasions, usually resulting in being placed 

under the direct control of the Union Village Ministry. 

The common thread of Pleasant Hill 's adaptive, yet rebellious, actions could all 

be characterized as a movement away from the spiritual and toward the secular. 

Certainly the case of democratic reforms and alternative ideologies permitted by Eldress 

Lucy Smith was a move toward the secular. Isaac N. Youngs, a prominent New York 

Shaker, spent several days at Pleasant Hill in 1834. Upon his departure, the Kentucky 

Believers knelt in promise to obey the covenant and the Shaker creed. Glendyne 

Wergland (2006:87) believed the kneeling and promises "suggests that the Believers at 

Pleasant Hill, far from the [Central] Ministry's control, may have needed a reminder of 

their covenant." 

Other examples of noncompliance included direct violation ofNew Lebanon' s 

strict orders "not to go in debt to the world on any occasion" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-

1868:253; Pleasant Hill Shakers 1845-1894:92-93). The community became dependent 

upon forbidden secular loans for survival, instead of borrowing from other Shaker 

communities, which was allowed and frequently done (Rhorer 1996:47-49). Finally, by 

the last two decades of the 19th century, Pleasant Hi II mostly abandoned their spiritual 

mission, in exchange for a more-secular everyday existence within a physical space that 

was only spiritual in a nostalgic sense to the members. 

When the Mount Lebanon Central Ministry arrived in 1889 on a fact-finding 

mission to consider consolidating Western communities, they found the community 

operating under the combined tenants of mainstream Christianity and secularism. Eldress 

Harriett Bullard of Mount Lebanon wrote scathingly of Pleasant Hill, with particular 
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distress over their abandoning of central aspects of the Shaker faith, especially the 

disregard of their female Christ-head, Mother Ann Lee: 

The world & Believers seemingly walk hand in hand. They admit adults and 
children from the surrounding neighborhood [to Sunday school] . .. they learn 
from Sabbath School papers gotten up outside which teach a false theology that 
is easier to implant in the young minds than it will be to uproot for years to come. 
And their songs are threaded thro (sic) and thru (sic) with the old orthodox 
religion. The meeting was ... open by a prayer from outside. Elder Giles [of the 
Central Ministry) refers to the prayer and draws their attention to the Mother in 
Deity that as believers we should address God as our heavenly Mother as well as 
Father (Bullard 1889:N.p.). 

In the 1880s, some Shakers were disgusted by the crumbling state of order within 

the community, noting that there was "verry (sic) little difference between most of our 

Congregation & the world. They dress like the world, Cut their hare (sic) off behind like 

the World & so much worse than the worldlings" (Ham 1962:263). By 1903 Pleasant 

Hill was more than broken, it was spiritually bankrupt. Eastern Elder Andrew Barrett 

wrote that the society was lacking "spiritual Ministration" and said the community was in 

a "broken state . . . people had almost lost all sight of our gospel orders and disciplines. 

They were having no meetings for spiritual gain. What a pity it is, that souls will in their 

old age loose (sic) most all the gospel travel they have gained in a long life" (Barrett 

1902-1912:126). 

In combination with the decline of the importance of spiritualism at Pleasant Hill, 

the community seemed to be perpetually attracted to economic prosperity, often placing 

more importance on material success than gospel adherence. As early as 1812 they were 

making "superfluous baskets -of diverse colors!" to "sell to the world" for profit. The 

Central Ministry wrote to Union Village with concerns, "We consider such things to be a 

dishonor to the gospel." New Lebanon's letter continued chiding Pleasant Hill for their 
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love of money, explaining that a member brought a knife to New York originating at the 

Kentucky community, noting that the "knife ... was made there, its price (if rightly 

recollected) was 2 Y4 Dollars! ! Can such things be justified among the people of God?" 

The fancy goods being sold for such high prices were considered by Mother Lucy Wright 

to be "an abomination in the sight of God." In closing the letter, the New Lebanon 

Ministry told Union Village leaders they "desired you would hear testimony against all 

such Babylonish merchandize as long as you have power to speak, & purge it out" (Kirk 

1997:45). 

The fondness for affluence was witnessed repeatedly by Eastern visitors, making 

such an impression that they often mentioned Pleasant Hill's penchant for financial 

prosperity in their writings. Benjamin Seth Youngs described the community as being 

"wealthy and prosperous" in reference to the years 1822-23 (Youngs 1828). In 1873 

New Hampshire Elder Blinn said the Kentucky Shakers "toil unceasingly from year to 

year in search of the treasures of the world" resulting in less time for "moral or spiritual 

cultivation" (Blinn 1966 [1873]-b:64). Perhaps in order to keep the community in a 

perceived state of financial prosperity, Elder and Trustee Benjamin Dunlavy defiantly 

obtained a substantial loan ($14,000) from the world in the 1880s, which fell into default 

upon his death. Andrew Barrett, from the Northeast- temporarily assigned to Union 

Village, wrote early in the 20th century that a significant cause of Pleasant Hill 's decay 

was the community's "love of money" and their greed that "almost killed all spiritual 

ministration and reared their numbers to very few" (Barrett 1902-1912: 126). The 

Shakers of Pleasant Hill had a tendency to be drawn into the secular desire for prosperity 

more than their kindred at South Union, even though worldly riches and opulence were 
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contrary to their spiritual foundation. Pleasant Hill's desire for amassing wealth over 

spiritual gain was exacerbated by a lack of leadership in the second half of the 19th 

century. 

Southern Identity and Leadership 

When the few remaining Pleasant Hill Shakers were unable to maintain their 

lands or tend to themselves, they made an agreement with a prominent local farmer, 

George Bohon, to resolve their dilemma. They deeded Mr. Bohon their property in 

exchange for his providing for them and allowing the Kentucky Believers to live out the 

remainder of their lives at Pleasant Hill. The Central Ministry was aware of the 

transaction, though it was not a priority as Mount Lebanon was overwhelmed dealing 

with rapid decline of the entire institution of Shakerism. The Pleasant Hill members 

developed this deal independently, in a secular manner outside of the traditional authority 

structures of the Shaker hierarchy. Several years later, the Mount Lebanon Ministry 

entered into bitter court battles to obtain Pleasant Hill's assets from the Bohon estate. 

The New York leadership wanted to gain proceeds from the village's liquidation and to 

move the remaining Shakers to Mount Lebanon. The transcription of the court case 

provides remarkable insight into the precedence of the Pleasant Hill Believers' Southern 

identity over their Shaker one: 

Pleasant Hill was their home, and like the Moabitess, Ruth, the exemplary 
daughter-in-law, they wanted to die and be buried in the land of their adoption. 
The thought of a removal to other places was abhorrent to them. It is 
testified that when these terms were submitted they became hysterical; they 
could not bear the thought of leaving Pleasant Hill. As one of the two 
survivors expresses it, "all were too much Kentuckians to do that--to want to 
go anywhere"[emphasis added] (1921). 
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The testimony of the last few Pleasant Hill Shakers provides a powerful indication of 

their identities and allegiances, for they were Kentuckians first and their Shaker identities 

were subordinate to their Southern allegiances. 

South Union also faced similar environmental pressures in the latter half of the 

19th century, and they experienced extraordinary hardships during the Civil War. 

Though the community was in decline, the southwestern most Shaker village did not fall 

into a spiral of demise and a pattern of lust tor money as her sister community at Pleasant 

Hill. Though the South Union community became a secular shell, it lacked a spiritual 

pattern in the everyday life of the village by the early 20th century, whereas the other 

Kentucky Shaker village had fallen into secularism of everyday life by about 1880. 

South Union owes its additional longevity to leadership - especially the stewardship of 

Elder Harvey L. Eades9
. 

Harvey Eades came to the South Union community as an infant, with his family at 

the opening of that community in 1807. He was one of the few people who lived their 

entire life as a Believer. By the age of twenty, he was elevated to second in the Ministry 

of the community, serving briefly under Benjamin S. Youngs. In 1844 he was transferred 

to Union Village, Ohio and served in several leadership positions before being dispatched 

back home to South Union to lead the Ministry there as Civil War broke out. After 

guiding the village through the horrific war years, he spent four years as the Bishop of the 

Kentucky Shaker societies from 1868-1872, when a combined Ministerial experiment (a 

9 Eades utilized several spellings of his name, including: Hervey L. Eads, Hervay L. Eades, Harvey L. 
Earls, and Harvey L. Eades. Sometimes he utilized his full middle name, Lauderdale. Eades served with 
Benjamin S. Youngs at South Union before being abruptly transferred to Union Village, Ohio. He served 
in several leadership positions at the Ohio community before returning to South Union as Civil War broke 
out. He was an Elder in the South Union Ministry, but from 1868-1872 the two Kentucky villages were 
combined into a Bishopric under one Ministry, over which Eades presided. Because of this position, Elder 
Eades was often referred to as "Bishop Eades," even after the dissolution of the Kentucky Bishopric. 
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Bishopric) was attempted, but quickly scrapped probably due to the impractical 

managerial task over such vast distance. 

Elder Eades was the "best read scholar, writer and logician ever reared among the 

Shakers" (Robinson 1893:69). Eades' talents were diverse : a theologian, author, 

minister, musician, tailor, carpenter, painter, and philosopher, among other capacities. 

Figure 2.8 Bishop Harvey L. Eades - South Union, KY 
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Eades authored one of the last significant works of Shaker theology, Shaker 

Sermons: Scripto-Rational, consisting of several essays with thematic ties to earlier 

spiritual writings ofthe sect. The monograph was originally printed in 1879, but was 

reissued in several editions throughout the following decade (Eads 1879; Robinson 1893; 

Stein 1992). After the South Union community survived the Civil War, Eades labored 

faithfully to keep the village in accordance with Shaker tradition. When things went 

astray, Eades put the community back on track. In the last quarter of the 19th century, he 

was the only western Shaker who supplied significant intellectual capital to the 

movement. Eades was a member of a loosely networked coalition of conservative leaders 

(including Alonzo Hollister and Giles Avery ofMount Lebanon and Henry Blinn of 

Canterbury, NH) in the latter part of the century that remained connected to the earlier 

conservative traditions of the faith (Stein 1992:214). This group countered the 

increasingly dominant social progressive movement originating from the Mouth Lebanon 

North Family, which would eventually gain control of the Shakerism by the early 20th 

century. 

Eades kept the South Union flock in line, and he had no equal in both leadership 

qualities and intellectual abilities in the West. When Eades was a youthful [sarcasm] 67, 

immediately after the combined Bishopric of Kentucky was dissolved, aged leaders 

(James Rankin 82, Thomas Shain 82, and Benjamin Dunlavy 70) were placed in the 

leadership ofPleasant Hill (Neall977:82-83). Bishop Eades wrote cynically of these 

appointments in the official Church Record journal, saying: 

Old Battle-Scarred vetrans- Why don't you all resign? Why not & then simply 
hold up & support some younger ones & see them prospering, before God 
suddenly calls you away when the young will be compelled to go forward 
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without your support - How silly they all seem to this writer - I may only be as 
foolish when I arrive at their age (Neal 1977:83). 

Ten years later Eades admitted that he was ''just that foolish now - nearly 78 & cannot 

find anyone to take my place yet. Sorry I am" (Neall947:253). Though Eades was now 

a "Battle-Scarred veteran," he continued to be an effective leader at South Union until his 

death on February 13, 1892. 

Eades' leadership at the end of the century kept South Union functioning 

economically and also spiritually- maintaining connections to the traditional gospels and 

rituals of Mother Ann that had been mostly abandoned at Pleasant Hill.. After Bishop 

Eades' death, South Union quickly followed Pleasant Hill's pattern oflethargy, deeply 

falling into spirals of spiritual decay by the end of the first decade of the 20th century. 

Harvey Eades' direction likely increased the longevity of South Union by one or two 

decades- maintaining a connection between everyday life and the meaning structure of 

Shakerism. The community continued an active, though worldly, Shaker village through 

the early 20th century, closing in 1922. When it was sold, eight of the nine members 

took a lump-sum payment of$10,000 and left the faith. Elderly and infirmed Elder 

Logan Johns was the sole South Union Believer who chose to live the remainder of his 

life among Shakers at Mount Lebanon, New York. 

As cultural boundaries between Kentucky's Shaker villages and the world fell, the 

Believers could not overcome the secular infiltration of their sect, nor were they able to 

adapt their creed to fit the needs of potential converts. As a result, Shakerism in 

Kentucky found its demise rooted in cultural intersections and disconnects with its 

environment. The political culture made recruiting difficult, and the ideological stances 

of Shaker ism in a slave state founded on principles of inequality made Believers 
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politically suspect to many neighbors. The organizational structure of the group, with the 

administration of an extreme bureaucracy over long distances with poor communication 

technology contributed to an environment where the Kentucky Shakers could regularly 

divert from strict adherence to rules and policies of the sect. Leadership styles and 

conflicts were also influential in the lifecycle ofthe Kentucky communities, as the early 

Northeastern expatriates left their marks and withdrew; the second generation of 

leadership was home grown. Following on the heels ofthe Eastern leaders, the native 

Kentucky Shaker leaders from the 1830s on were increasingly lethargic in adhering to 

policies of the Central Ministry and were not innovative in adapting to social conditions 

of the environment. The significant exception to this was the administration of Bishop 

Hervey Eades, who was likely the most important Shaker leader of Ohio and Kentucky in 

the latter two thirds of the 19th century. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

GASTRONOMY OF KENTUCKY'S BELIEVERS 

As leadership styles, political environments, and organizational structures are 

cultural, so are foodways. Foodways can be conceptualized as a system of food 

understanding and appraisal, attainment, distribution, preparation, preservation, 

consumption, nourishment, genealogy, and symbolic meaning shared by members of a 

particular society. Food is social, as is revealed in its importance of connecting people, 

economy, and geography, to human nourishment. The social aspect of food, and the 

symbolic rituals connected to eating are symbolic indicators of cultural variation in 

everyday life. In this examination of Shaker social and cultural gastronomic patterns, 

foodways are another indicator of difference. Besides the food itself, foodways 

encompass a wide realm including distribution, cooking methods, cooking tools, patterns 

of consumption, symbolisms, and ideological connections. Since the large Shaker 

communal families required extensive gastronomic operations, foodways provide an 

important source of evidence to support the key thesis that Kentucky Shakers were 

different. 

Rich studies have been undertaken that connect peoples and social patterns of 

localized cultural systems, including regions like southern !llinois (Bennett 1942), to 

smaller territories related to geographic features like costal Maine (Doudiet 1975). 

Regional foodway studies of particular relevance due to area locations of Shaker 
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settlements of New England (Benes and Benes 1982; Levenstein J 980; Oliver 1995) and 

the south (Egerton 1993; Hilliard 1969) are of particular relevance. Examining 

foodways among other everyday cultural rituals provides valued insight to the similarities 

and differences in broader patterns of cultural adherence, and their lineages. One strand 

of evidence tying everyday cultural rituals to migration patterns is the consideration of 

Don Yoder's ( 1961) article that examines social life, culture, and foodways (highlighting 

regional foods - mush and sauerkraut) connecting gastronomy, Germanic origins and 

Pennsylvania's citizenry. The Ohio Shakers were well aware of the predominance of 

their neighbors' German heritage, even producing proselytizing materials in the German 

language, with the hope of attracting new converts. Sanctioned by the Union Village 

Ministry, in 1888 the community published Eine Kurze Beschreibung des Glaubens und 

Praktischen Lebens der Verein [A short Description of the Faith and Practical Life of the 

Society] (Preter 1888) to market Shaker ism to the concentration of Germans in the 

vicinity of Cincinnati. 

The influx of German immigrants moving through Pennsylvania to southern Ohio 

brought their food traditions with them, with continued demonstrations today in various 

forms. For example, the town of Waynesville, Ohio (near Dayton) holds yearly 

sauerkraut fest ivals, along with many Oktoberfest festivals and German clubs and 

societies throughout the state. Concerning the prevalence of sauerkraut in Ohio, Lew 

Diehl, of the southern part of the state, recalls his family's connection to the food and 

German heritage by saying: 

my grandparents, with their large family, made it by the barrel. Grandpa Diehl 
was descended from immigrants to 'Little Lamperthe im,' as Chillicothe, Ohio, 
was once known after all the German gardeners settled there. He wrote of buying 
extra cabbage by the hundredweight for the purpose. According to his mother's 
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diary, shucking corn and making kraut were the last two jobs my great
grandfather did before dying oftyphoid in October of 1906 (Diehl and Diehl 
1999). 

The commonality in these examples illustrate how foodways help explain cultura l 

patterns of change in particular geographic areas. Foodways provide a window into 

cultural connections among peoples, technology, and their social and physical 

environments. 

Though there are very few existent Kentucky Shaker manuscripts sources that 

directly involve foodways, especially from the first half ofthe 19th century, there are 

enough source materials to provide a basis to enlighten the culinary habits and their 

significance to the Southern Believers. Remembering migration patterns previously 

discussed, Kentucky settlers mostly came from the eastern regions of the Upper South, 

particularly Virginia, but with less concentrated groupings from North Carolina, 

Maryland, southeastern Pennsylvania, and elsewhere. Foodways can be correlated with 

these migration patterns, as they are a manifestation of culture observable through the 

folkways of everyday life. As people moved westward, they brought their food traditions 

with them as a part of a larger cultural framework. 

African Diaspora and Southern Foodways 

In considering movement of people and foodways, the African diaspora is 

sometimes overlooked as a significant contributor to what we think of as Southern 

cuisine. As Africans were imported to the colonies, and later the United States, they 

brought their food ways with them. In the early period of the colonies (prior to 1700), the 

black population was scattered throughout the segments of the coastline from South 

Carolina to Maine, with the highest concentrations of blacks in New York and South 
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Carolina (Frank 1999:24). At the verge of the American Revolution, blacks were highly 

concentrated in the South, as slaves, from Maryland to South Carolina (Frank 1999:23). 

The African diaspora in the Americas came about because of the slave trade. The origins 

of most imported slaves was west-central Africa (mostly from Senegambia in the north to 

Angola to the south), with some routed via the plantations of the Caribbean islands 

(National Geographic Society 1988:40). Food studies scholar John Egerton elaborated on 

the d iaspora of foodways from Africa into the South, noting "from Africa with the people 

in bondage came new foods: okra, black-eyed peas (also called cowpeas), collard greens, 

yams, benne seed (the mystical and luck-bringing sesame), and watermelons" (Egerton 

1993:13). 

One ofthe earliest southern cookbooks, The Virginia House-W!fe, highlighting 

cuisine and foodways of the Old Dominion state, was laced with significant African 

influences (Randolph 1824). In a modem-day reprint of this historical cooking resource 

(Randolph and Hess 1984 [1824]), Karen Hess comments on the African influence on 

Virginia cooking: 

Among the gentry of Virginia, black women slaves traditionally did the cooking. 
They had brought with them from Africa long familiarity with a number of 
hitherto little known products whose very use came to characterize southern 
cookery: gumbo, eggplant, field peas, benne (an African name for sesame), yams 
(which resemble New World sweet potatoes in culinary use, although not at a ll 
related), and possibly tomatoes. Among other products, sorghum and 
watermelon came from Africa, and bananas were known there. In addition, 
many of these black cooks had passed through the way station of the West Indies 
-or knew those who had- where they picked up a number of dishes .. . and 
tricks of seasoning from the exuberant Creole cuisines of the islanders . . . These 
Creole cuisines were to color Virginia cookery to an extent which has not been 
fully appreciated, I think, because in addition to the actual borrowings, there is 
the thumb print that each cook leaves on a recipe (Egerton 1993 : 13). 

The Southern colonies were founded on the more traditional colonial model, one 

with values of inequality, to plunder resources by either concentrating wealth into the 
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hands of an aristocratic few, or exporting it back to England. By the middle of the 18th 

century, a small, aristocratic slave-owning minority were in command of political and 

economic environments of the settled South (Egerton 1993). The legacies of the early 

southern planter classes continued into the late 20th century New South in the form of 

influential capitalists with paternalistic roots, rather than middle class industrialists 

(Billings 1979). In a sense, the New South's points of prosperity can be traced to the 

labor of African slaves. The slaves who provided the means to produce capital for the 

planter class also cultivated the food on their tables. 

The relationship between slave foodways and the diets of Southern whites was 

strong (Deetz 1995; Egerton 1993; Taylor 1982). The tension between culinary glory of 

Southern food on one hand and the "peculiar institution" of slavery on the other can be 

considered as a gastronomic hegemony. By gastronomic hegemony, I refer to discursive 

strategy that merges certain foodway principles from different schemes (in this example

African diasporic foodways vs. European immigrants') of thought into a coherent 

folkway pattern (e.g. Southern cooking, or foodways). Southern foodways are very 

important to this study of Shaker regional variation because they provide one of the most 

distinctive illustrations of cultural contrast between the Kentucky Shakers and those of 

the Northeast. This contrast between Shaker regional gastronomy is a direct result of the 

persistence of the institution of slavery in the American South. 

In addressing the tense connection of Southern food traditions rooted in slavery, 

Egerton ( 1993: IS) elaborates that "to throw out the superlative dishes of the colonial and 

antebellum periods because of their association with slavery would be to ignore the 

creative genus of generations of black cooks, and thus to discredit one of the truly 
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outstanding achievements in American social history." Various recognized connections 

to African food traditions that have become engrained into popular culture memory are 

often highly critiqued stereotypical depictions. Such disparaged Southern foodway 

iconography exemplified by Uncle Ben (rice), the large black "mammy" cooks like Aunt 

Jemima (pancakes), or the male cook Rastus (cream of wheat), though highly recognized 

representations, underscore links to contributions of enslaved Africans but in a manner 

never clearly stated (Kern-Foxworth 1994; Manring 1998; Witt 1995). 

The African diasporic influence on the Southern diet directly influenced the 

Kentucky Shakers' foodways. The African yam, for which the sweet potato was 

eventually substituted by black cooks in the south, became one of the primary staples on 

Southern tables. The Kentucky Shakers developed a sweet potato agriculture industry, 

especially strong in the latter years at South Union, to meet market demands for the 

product (Neal 1947:263). Crops of African origin like black-eyed peas, okra, and 

watermelon were common table fare for the Kentucky Believers. Also, cooking 

techniques and seasonings from Africa found their way to Shaker tables at South Union 

and Pleasant Hill since the methods were so commonly utilized in southern kitchens. The 

Kentucky Shakers cooked and ate like their neighbors, who were highly influenced by 

African culinary diaspora. 

Pork and Corn -Mainstays of the Southern Diet 

Connections between the diets of Southern blacks and whites are irrefutable, but 

the mainstay of the Southern diet of both groups in the 18th and 19th centuries can be 

summarized in three words, pork and com! The majority of Southerners in the 18th and 

19th century lived on a pork and com diet, just as the first European immigrants to 
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Virginia and the Carolinas had done. Most substantial agricultural production efforts of 

the South went into producing crops that did not feed hungry mouths: tobacco, cotton, 

hemp, indigo, and wood/lumber. Brother Amos Sewart of the mother Shaker colony of 

Mount Lebanon, New York, was traveling with the Central Ministry on a visit to the 

western societies in 1852. While traveling between Louisville and Pleasant Hill, he 

commented on the variety of agricultural crops, leaving no doubt of his impression of the 

prevalence of corn, lack of wheat and the predominance of hemp crops, "after we left 

Louisville the land began to appear poorer the com quite backward not a great deal (?) of 

wheat raised, some barley, and oats raised some potatoes, but the greatest crops are 

hemp" (Sewart 1852:N.p.). 

Besides the high levels of hemp production and the other vegetable crops, corn 

was planted extensively and eaten in a multitude of ways: on the cob ("roastin' ears"), 

corn meal mush, fried in griddle cakes, baked in ovens, boiled, fried in butter, or hulled 

and made into hominy, which was either cooked or ground into grits. Grits, a food that 

has come to symbolize the South, is a corn product. Corn was the source of most bread 

products in Kentucky until the latter half of the 19th century; however, wheat flour 

became more prominent in the state due to marketing efforts. The maturation of wheat 

production in the newer Midwestern states, formed from the lands of the Northwest 

Ordinance, also contributed to the increase in wheat use. At Pleasant Hill in 1852 the 

"the brethren raised ... 150 acres of wheat, 125 acres of corn, 110 of oats, 90 of rye, 40 

of broom corn, and carry on an extensive seed garden" (Sewart 1852). Based on 

historical production estimates, these acreages of crops would have yielded 

approximately 2100 bushels of wheat and 3375 bushels of corn (excluding broom com, 
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which was used in the broom manufacturing industry instead of for foodstuffs) in 1852 

(Carter 2006). 

Nearly two decades before, Isaac N. Youngs visited the Ohio and Kentucky 

Shaker villages, accompanying Elder Rufus Bishop of the Central Ministry. On his 

layover at Pleasant Hill, Youngs remarked on August 18, 1834 of their agricultural 

activities, "they have in the Society 312 horned cattle, 62 horses, 6 11 sheep, 495 hogs ---

190 acres of corn, 124 of wheat, 120 do Rye, 125 do Oats, 24 do Broomcorn, 100 do 

meadow" (Youngs 1834). Comparing Youngs' 1834 account to Sewart 's 1852 

enumeration of agriculture production, Pleasant Hill reduced corn production by 

approximately 35 percent while keeping wheat levels nearly stable. This reflected a trend 

of a slightly increased desire for wheat over the two decades. Though more reliant on 

corn, by the mid-century wheat was becoming more utilized in the Upper South. The 

change in taste was evident in the Pleasant Hill Shakers' increased production and use of 

wheat. Throughout the vast majority of the period that Shaker ism was present in 

Kentucky, corn was the principle grain crop raised. The corn grain was ground into flour 

(or meal) by water-power gristmills, usually found near, and powered by streams. As 

wheat became more prevalent after 1850, these mills were also utilized increasingly for 

wheat flour production, but corn flour continued to be desired (Kleber 1992:338). 

The Kentucky Shakers, as well as those of other villages, invested in their own 

mills, establishing the ability to grind their own flour products but also creating a revenue 

source by milling flour for their neighbors for a fee. Though many Shaker communities 

had mills, due to the fondness for corn in the food culture of Kentucky and the South, it is 

likely that the Kentucky Shaker mills were more involved with the production of corn 
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meal than their counterparts in other villages, with perhaps the exception of southwest 

Ohio (Union Village and its immediate satellites), where corn was perhaps only slightly 

less utilized than in Kentucky. 

Figure 3.1 Pleasant Hill Grist Mill Ruins with Shakers Circa 1895 

Shakers chronicled details of the mill pictured, which shed light on the 

prominence of corn as shown in the design and operation ofthe structure. The Shaker 

scribe heralded its technologically advanced features as "a large three story and complete 

manufactory mill" after products are unloaded from the wagon "the machinery is brought 

to act on it, and it is not handled till the flour is deposited in the packing room; by 

elevators, it is carried three times into the upper story of the mill before it finally 

descends. Attached to this, is a corn-shelling machine, which with the attention of a lad, 

will shell four hundred bushels of corn a day. This consists of a circular cast iron plate 
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three feet in diameter, with ridges on the inner side running like the radii of a circle ... 

the ear of corn being thrown between the spring and this plate it is shelled by the ridges 

of this revolving machine" (Thomas and Thomas 1973:39). 

Travelers to the South from other regions sometimes noted the prevalence of corn 

in the local diet. According to the writings Emily Burke, a New England woman who 

spent time in mid-19th century Georgia, "cracker" was pejorative term for southern white 

people. Ms. Burke noted "these people ... are known by the name of 'Crackers' so 

called from the circumstance that they formerly pounded their corn, which is their 

principle article of diet" (Burke 1850:25). She also wrote "as no wheat is raised here, 

cornmeal and [corn] flour are used in almost every dish" (Burke 1850: 125). Linguists 

and historians refute Ms. Burke's association of the "cracker'' nickname to com, instead 

suggesting that Cracker was derived from British colonists' label for poorer Scots-Irish 

immigrants who came to the New World as indentured servants, eventually winning 

freedom and settling in poor backcountry segments of the Appalachians. These peoples 

later diffused across the South as the westward migration patterns from the late 1700s and 

early into the 19th century dispersed the linguistically unflattering label (McWhiney 

1988; Otto 1987). 

Corn was very important to the Kentucky Shaker diet and agricultural endeavors. 

The crop was utilized for food, and their mills produced income from the community by 

providing com grinding and processing services. The Shakers also utilized the fall 

harvest of corn to encourage work through social activities. Both Kentucky villages 

would hold com huskings at night to encourage the heavy work to be done by utilizing a 
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socially competitive atmosphere. At the end of the husking competition, the Believers 

would eat "roast pig and" drink "coffee or sassafras tea" into the evening (Neal 1977:24). 

Corn, the vegetable staple of the Kentucky diet, was almost magical in that it 

could be transformed into meat by being fed to livestock. In Kentucky, and all parts of 

the American South, the primary livestock foodsource was swine. Pork products (ham, 

bacon, ribs, and roast) were fried, grilled, boiled, or roasted. In the South, if cotton was 

king, then pork was queen! Almost the entire hog was used in the food production 

process, including: flesh, fat, skin, tails, feet, intestines, and even the head. Most 

vegetables were cooked with pork for seasoning, especially prized was pork fat, or fatty 

flesh of the hog (sometimes called fatback, salt port, jowl, or middlings) (Egerton 

1993 :22; Hilliard 1969:3-4). Even when cooked, pork continued to render highly prized 

foodstuff in the form of lard. 

Lard is a pork product rendered from the fat when heated (usually by boiling), 

liquefying the fat and floating to the top of the water where it is skimmed off and cooled, 

forming a solid mass for storage. Lard was used for cooking, but also as we use 

margarine, shortening, or butter in contemporary times. The foodstuff was utilized for 

fry ing, making cakes or pastries, as a bread spread, or seasoning vegetables. Pork and 

pork by-products were eaten with such frequency and in such high volumes, a blunt 

medical doctor of Georgia, John Wilson, wrote a strongly-worded article on the dangers 

on such heavy reliance of southerners on the pig as a food source: 

The United States of America might properly be called the great Hog-eating 
Confederacy, or the Republic of Porkdom. At any rate, should the South and 
West ... be named dietetically, the above appellation would be peculiarly 
appropriate; for in many parts of this region, so far as meat is concerned, it is fat 
bacon and pork, fat bacon and pork only, and that continually morning, noon, and 
night, except the boiled bacon and collards at dinner, the meat is generally fried, 
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and thus supersaturated with grease in the form of hogs' lard. But the frying is 
not confined to the meat alone; for we have fried vegetables of all kinds, fried 
fritters and pancakes ... fried bread not infrequently, and indeed fried everything 
that is friable, or that will stick together long enough to undergo the delightful 
process ... hogs' lard is the very oil that moves the machinery of life, and they 
would as soon think of dispensing with tea, coffee, [or] tobacco ... as with the 
essence of hog (Hilliard 1969:4). 

The importance of pork to the sustenance of Kentuckians was paramount. Pork 

was mostly preserved with salt. After slaughter, the carcass was cut into smaller portions 

and covered with salt, where it remained for several weeks. After the saline treatment, 

the pork was then cleaned and suspended from ropes or hooks in a structure (called a 

smokehouse) where it was smoked with wood from a small fire. The operation often 

included application of more salt to the pork during the smoking process (Anderson 

1986:7; Hilliard 1969:4; Kleber 1992:338; Ross 1996:6-7). The desire for briny, 

smoked, salt-cured pork still is extremely strong in the South, and especially the Upper-

South in the form of country ham. 

Today, most Kentucky special occasions (wedding receptions, holiday parties, or 

Derby parties) will include sliced country ham on beaten biscuits. Beaten Biscuits are a 

time-honored, labor intensive bread made from pounding dough either by hand or with a 

biscuit beating machine. The beaten biscuit is highly localized cultural product, only 

common now in a narrow area that includes Kentucky, and parts of Tennessee and 

Virginia(Egerton 1993:218-221 ; Ross 1996:96-106; Thompson 2006: 18-19). The biscuit 

and salt cured ham is a pairing that is an important part of Kentucky's culinary heritage, 

and it is highly probable that the state's Shakers consumed some version of the treat. 

In contrast to salt-cured and smoked ham, an alternative method to cure and 

conserve pork was pickling, a preservation process utilizing salt, water, and vinegar; 
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however "most southerners much preferred the salt-smoke process since it produced, to 

their tastes at least, better flavored meat" (Hilliard 1969). Pork was also significant in 

southern Ohio, especially in the vicinity of the clustered Shaker villages there. Pork 

production was growing in Kentucky and Ohio in the first halfofthe century, 

overshadowing and out producing the farmers of the Northeast (Murray and Cos gel 

1998). By the start of the Civil War, "New York had one hog for every five residents; in 

Kentucky, swine outnumbered people two to one" (Murray and Cosgel 1998:557). 

Cincinnati had risen to prominence as the pork packing capitol of the west in the l91
h 

century, often referred to as Porkopolis. The region in the far southwest corner of Ohio 

developed an expansive meat-packing industrial complex, with the city of Cincinnati as 

the focal point, due to key transportation links by rail, river, and canal, along with an 

ample workforce. The Ohio Shakers were likely involved in this endeavor, as they, along 

with their Kentucky Sisters and Brethren, produced significant amounts of swine for sale. 

Shaker Diets and Related Policies 

Shakers were very involved in livestock development through eugenics, and they 

became known as sources for superior strains of swine and cattle throughout the region 

(Crout 1941 ; Neal1977:36-37; Stein 1992:138-139). Though pork was common in both 

Kentucky and southern Ohio, Kentuckians seemed to have more preference for the salt 

and smoke dry-cured product, indicating that the somewhat different environmental and 

social conditions in Ohio in comparison to Kentucky. The variations resulted in differing 

preferred modes of production leading to fondness for distinctive flavors (Bourdieu 1984; 

Hilliard 1969). Both Kentucky Shaker villages developed pork industries, with Pleasant 

Hill shipping hogs to markets in Louisville, and South Union sending theirs down the 
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Mississippi to sell in the Lower South. Perhaps due to Southern influence, Kentucky and 

Ohio Shakers sold large amounts of pigs and lard, which their Eastern counterparts likely 

thought was odd (Murray and Cosgel 1998). As a New England traveler to the South 

corroborated the overwhelming preference for salt and smoke cured pork over pickling, 

which was the preference in the Northeast; "Pork at the South is never to my knowledge, 

salted and barreled as it is with us, but flitches as well as hams are hung up without being 

divided, in a house built for that purpose, and preserved in a smoke that is kept night and 

day ... " (Hilliard 1969:4). 

Pork and diet regulations were symbolic of a larger ideological and operational 

rift between different factions of the Shaker movement at several times in the sect's 

history. During the Era of Manifestations (also called Mother Ann 's Work), a period of 

great internal revivalism from approximately 1837 through the late 1840s, many rules 

and regulations were handed down from both the Central Ministry at New Lebanon, and 

various society Ministries throughout the country. These rules were, in part, to keep 

control over the wildly charismatic nature of the era. Though the Era of Manifestations 

played a significant role in rekindling commitment among converts of Kentucky Shakers 

who had joined in the decades prior, the somewhat meticulous edict-like rules also had a 

role in creating strain on the social cohesion (or as the Shakers would call it, union) of the 

sect. 

The Shakers were a very rule-laden organization, with distinct levels of hierarchy, 

and policies for nearly all aspects of daily life. The supreme leadership of Shaker ism 

(absolute authority) was vested in the Central Ministry (or Lead Ministry) of the Shaker 

community ofNew Lebanon (called Mount Lebanon after 1861). The Central Ministry 
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was comprised of two men and two women. One member of the Ministry was 

customarily labeled the " lead," who had final say on all Shaker matters after supposed 

consultation with other members of the Ministry. Generally, after the death of perhaps 

the most influential in the head of the Central Ministry, Mother Lucy Wright (who was in 

charge from 1796-1821 ), the lead was held by the Elder Brother with most seniority until 

the very late 1800s. Throughout the 1900s women took the power position in the 

Ministry and retained it into the late 20lh century.10 

In the mid 1830s the dietary routines promoted by Sylvester Graham became 

interesting eating trends that many in the United States read about, and some adhered to. 

The basic tenants of Graham's diet included the purging of meat and abundance of 

vegetables and breads of natural whole grains without additives and extensive processing. 

Graham's legacy still remains today in the form of the Graham cracker though the 

modern version is the antithesis of his theory, being made of refined flour and containing 

high amounts of sugar and additives. 

T hough the Central Ministry did not order adherence to the Graham diet, they 

encouraged it in the 1830s when the societies began to flourish (Brewer 1986). A 

Brother who was a Grahamite ofthe Watervliet, New York village ridiculed the 

community's eating habits, noting their 1830s diet routine: 

Breakfast: beef, pork, mutton, or fish, most generally fried with plenty of grease, 
mostly hogs fat, with bread and potatoes -Next followed bread and butter and 
pies of various kinds from plain pumpkin to the high seasoned mince pie, cakes 

10 Controversy between Shaker communities in the late 20th century over the future of their movement and 
government structure in the continuance of the Central Ministry came to a head in the I 960s and I 970s. 
Canterbury, New Hampshire Eldress Berta Lindsey, lead in the Central Ministry, effectively ended the 
Central Ministry and closed the covenant to new members. Eldress Lindsey died in 1990 and the last sister 
at Canterbury (Ethyl Hudson) passed away in 1991, leaving the door closed to official growth of the sect. 
The remaining Shakers in the community at Sabathdaylake, Maine disagreed strongly with Lindsey's 
decisions, and continue to consider members. Stein (1992:389-394) addresses this controversy is in detail. 
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of different kinds, milk and butter toasts and pancakes drenched in butter were 
common things- But these various articles were given at different times for a 
change - Fish, clambs (sic), chicken eggs, rich gravies, honey, all in their turn, 
and according to the season. 
Dinner: ... the various kinds of animal food boiled, roasted, baked, or fried, with 
vegetables as usual with other varieties- picked cucumbers, peppers, rich 
applesauce, and various other condiments &c. Supper: .. . cold meat, bread, 
butter, cheese, milk and tea and more of less of the above mentioned articles as 
condiments were brought on at every meal (Brewer 1986: I 07). 

The New York Shaker diet highlighted in this passage seems quite heavy, but it is 

important to emphasize that the daily activities of people in this time period were much 

Jess sedentary than in the present, requiring significantly more caloric intake. However, 

considering the writer of this passage was a follower of Graham, it is probable that he 

exaggerated the richness and density of the meals to further his objective of lobbying for 

the reformer's diet. 

In comparison to descriptions of Kentucky Shaker diets, on the surface there seem 

to be similarities. Yet when Shakers of the Northeast visited the Kentucky villages, they 

noted in their travel journals the heaviness of the southern meals. The contrast was 

especially vivid in New Hampshire Elder Henry Blinn's description of a South Union, 

Kentucky Shaker breakfast during a visit in 1873: 

We have just returned from breakfast. A South Union breakfast Fried chicken, 
f ried dried beef, Boiled eggs, Asparagus - Graham gems, fine flour bread, 
Sweet cake, Crackers, Tea, Milk, Sugar, Butter, Cheese & Strawberries. All that 
for a northerners breakfast. Sister Mary J. Clark who attends our needs at the 
table, like all other Maries, is very attentive to the duties of the place. We incline 
to think that she will consider the Yankees rather particular in their notions about 
food. 0 dear! It would require a stomach made of cast iron to endure all the 
indigestible compounds that active minded cooks are led to invent. In many 
places, the food is very rich, and some articles are made to swim in melted butter. 
Many of these varieties are about as indigestible as shingle nails. The 
strawberries are delicious. Beautiful to the eye, as well as luscious to the taste 
(Blinn 1966 [1873]-b:56). 
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Elder Blinn's dislike of the Kentucky Shaker fare and his illustrated contrasts with 

the foodways of the Northeastern Believers is glaring. He seems concerned about 

insulting Sister Mary with his aversion to the cooking methods (swimming in "melted 

butter"), and the foods selected since he felt they were "as indigestible as shingle nails." 

Fortunately Elder Blinn could end his breakfast with the fresh strawberries he enjoyed, 

perhaps smoothing over some of his sour views of the Southern Shaker meal. 

His like for the South Union dinner was not much better, noting that he had: 

fish, eggs, potatoes, tomatoes, strawberries & cream, coarse & fine bread, butter 
& cheese, cake, peach preserve, peach pie, tea, milk & crackers. To say grace 
over such a table would require some time, and considerable grace to do it. We 
think that Believers spend far too much time in pandering to the appetite, and 
making that of more consequence than the spiritual interest (Blinn 1966 [ 1873]
b:SS). 

He did not like catfish, which the South Union Shakers felt was a delicacy, noting 

"Kentuckians think their meat is very nice for the table, but for us there was too much fat 

or blubber" . Elder Blinn's criticism of the Kentucky Shakers' diet was stinging, in that 

he equated their manner of eating as contradictory to their spiritual foundation. 

Henry Blinn continued to write of his South Union meals, perhaps suggesting that 

he fe lt the table fare there was the largest outlier of Shaker gastronomic normalcy. South 

Union village was undoubtedly the most Southern, both culturally and geographically, 

being less than 55 miles north of Nashville, Tennessee. The elder specifically refers to 

how South Union fare is exemplary of "southern tables" in this passage: 

. .. the writer eats with the Ministry. We have the visitors table & the fare was as 
is usual in such cases. - As we had heard of southern tables, we were not 
surprised at any presentation. Our dinner consisted of fried chicken, -- tried 
dried beef- boiled eggs, --potatoes, -- boiled rice,-- fine flour bread - corn cake 
- hot fine flour cakes, which must be exchanged for others still hotter while the 
company are at the table, Sweet cake - Dried peach turnovers, Custard pie, -
Pear preserves, Strawberries -Fresh canned peaches -dried peach sauce- Butter 
-cheese, Coffee, Tea- milk and wine (Blinn 1966 [ 1873]-b:63). 
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The habit of keeping only hot bread at the table, swapping out the cooler pieces, is 

interesting. Elder Blinn noted similar habits at Pleasant Hill, writing that Shakers there 

had "hot biscuits for each meal" (Curry, Hughes, Ward, Huffman, Riddell, and 

Thompson 2003:N.p.). Perhaps the insistence on hot bred was du to Blinn's high status 

as a visiting Elder, or it could have been the normal custom for hot table breads at the 

Kentucky villages. Certainly the Elder was writing from an Eastern-centric perspective 

with his criticisms and observations on the Kentucky Shaker diet. 

As the power and administration ofShakerism was based in the Northeast, the 

ways and customs of New York and New England were considered the universal norm by 

New England's Shakers. Considering that most rank-and-file members never made the 

journey to traverse the two Shaker realms of East and West, it is certain that food ways of 

the Shakers' villages were more similar to those of their immediate neighbors than to that 

of the sect as a whole. Kentucky Shakers preferred to eat as other Kentuckians, and Ohio 

Shakers like Ohioans. In the same manner, Believers of Maine and Massachusetts 

preferred the foods they liked before entering the society, those their neighbors ate. The 

southwest Ohio Shakers probably ate a diet more similar to the Kentucky communities 

than meals at Mount Lebanon, but there were probably subtle differences to the Ohio 

table fare. 

Kentucky Shakers likely preferred salt cured, smoked pork, and tended to have 

more spicy foods as a result of a more predominant African diaspora due to slavery. 

Believers in Kentucky also were more predisposed to corn foods later in the 19th century 

than those of Ohio, but in the last quarter of the century the com-wheat balance in the 
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diets of Kentucky and southwestern Ohio Shakers probably became very similar. The 

significant difference between Shakers of Ohio and Kentucky and the rest of the 

communities in the Northeast was the proximity to the watchful eye of the Mount 

Lebanon Lead Ministry. With the 1830s experimentation with the Graham diet, the Lead 

Ministry was uncharacteristically lethargic in making the diet a rule; instead they let each 

member of the sect make a personal decision on their diet ways. Prisci lla Brewer says 

this indecisiveness was bad for cohesion within Shakerism, noting the ir "reluctance or 

inability to take a firm stand one way or the other encouraged all members to express 

their own ideas, a situation that steadily worsened during the mid- 1830s and produced the 

very disunion that the leaders had feared" (Brewer 1986: l 09). This disunion seemed to 

be confined to the Northeastern villages, as those of South and West never in significant 

numbers felt inclined to follow the tenants ofGrahamism, though in the New England 

villages it caused significant strife. The South Union Shakers were "dismayed when 

some of their own society went off on the tangent of a meatless diet" (Neal 1947:55). 

diet: 

In the Northeast, brother Isaac Youngs wrote of the tensions over the Graham 

people have ran very wild on this subject; and are of two parties, going to great 
extremes in opposite directions; the one discarding all indulgence of appetite, or 
rich or delicious or high seasoned food, all flesh meat, all grease, butter, &c. 
confining themselves to brown bread, or unbolted flour .. . the other observing 
no particular restriction, but to eat what suits best (Brewer 1986:1 1 0). 

The first group Youngs describes would be disgusted at what the Kentucky 

Shakers were eating during this period, as their list of forbidden foods was the favored 

fare of the Southern Shakers. Throughout the late 1830s, this issue of diet continued to 

cause tensions and conflict among the rank-and-file members, as well as powerfu l Elders 
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and members of the Ministry in the Northeast. Priscilla Brewer notes the changes in the 

writings ofthe confidential journals of the Lead Ministry, in 1842 they note "There has 

been ... within a year or two past, a great deal handed from the Heavens in respect to 

eating." Five years later the Ministry's 1847 secret journal reveals a looming dietary 

edict "Positively decided by the Ministry never again to have pork admitted back into this 

family, although there is quite an effort with some to palm much blame upon that 

movement; yet it is evident that a division of sentiment and feeling has produced more 

loss than everything else put together" (Brewer 1986: 133). Stein (1992: 198) reports an 

earlier date, 1841, when pork, coffee, and tea were banned by the Central Ministry. 

According to existing Kentucky Shaker records, ifthere was an 1841 pork ban, either the 

Kentuckians ignored it or it was not communicated to the Southern and western societies. 

The Kentucky Believers seem to imply years later that there was a communication 

of dietary rules in this general time period. A scribe noted on January l st of 1856 "The 

Society at Pleasant Hill, Ky. Resumed the use ofboughten (sic) tea and coffee, having 

abandoned it Oct. 10, 1842. It is only used for breakfast at present" (Pleasant Hill 

Shakers 1843-1868). If they were notified of a pork ban along with the Central 

Ministry's tea and coffee restrictions in 1842, the community ignored them. In 

November 1856, Pleasant Hill 's members continued to relax the rules on formerly 

forbidden items, noting they "adopted the use of bought tea and coffee for dinner on wash 

days" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 184 3-1868). 

Though it is unlikely the Kentucky Ministry ignored a direct dietary order, it is 

possible considering the significant sacrifice the demand would entail. It is also feasible 

that the orders were diluted as they were transmitted through the Shaker chain of 
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command westward. For example, ifthe prohibition of pork was received by divine 

inspiration at Watervliet, New York, the message would have to be sanctioned by the 

local Ministry before being passed on to the Central Ministry at New Lebanon. The 

Central Ministry would then decide to validate and implement the rule or not. Knowing 

their private writings in the context of earlier diet conflicts, it is possible that the Ministry 

only directed the restrictions to Northeastern communities, who may also have learned of 

the inspired commands anyway due to their close proximity to Watervliet. 

Another probability is that the order was sent to the Ministry at Union Village, 

which was over all Shaker villages in Ohio and Kentucky, but the Ohio Ministry did not 

implement it in the West. Knowing the resistance and turmoil such an order would 

cause, especially in Kentucky, the Ohio Ministry may have discretely ignored it or passed 

it on as a suggestion, but not a direct order. The latter is quite probable, and the 

Kentucky societies elected to implement the coffee and tea bans while keeping their 

beloved diet of pork! 

After avoiding the swine-ban gauntlet for several years, drastic change was about 

to arrive to the Kentucky Shaker diet in 1949. The Journal of The East Family at 

Pleasant Hill noted a pending pork ban in their journal on August 201
h, 1848: 

A communication was read in C.[hurch] meeting today which was given by 
ins[piration] of WaterV[Iiet], N.Y. forbidding the use of swines fles h or the fat 
there of in the Zion of God on the earth after the year 48. The whole assembly 
gave signs of their appro-bation(?) by raising their r ight hands. And So the 
unclean beasts was cast out! !! (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-1868:67). 

This order was upsetting for the Kentucky societies. In the land where pork was queen, 

its prohibition would make for a heavy cross for Believers to bear. The prohibition 

demonstrated the Eastern-bias of the Shaker organization, and lack of concern and 
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understanding on the part of the Eastern leadership of the heterogeneity of peoples who 

made up the sect and the varied intricacies of their everyday lives. Even though the pork 

ban was clearly announced in the journals, interestingly the Kentucky Societies, of which 

Pleasant Hill had a pronounced history of independence and disobedience, seldom, if ever 

mention the ban in future entries. 

After the ban on eating pork was announced, it is definite that the Kentucky 

Shakers clandestinely continued pork production, and they probably persisted in eating 

the forbidden staple. Murray and Cosgel (1998:570) point out that the Pleasant Hill 

Shakers recorded they stopped producing pork in 1848, but within two years a U.S. 

Census enumerator found 30 pigs on their farm. By 1880 the ratio of hogs on Kentucky 

Shaker land to Believers was nearing what it was in the 1930s. South Union journalists 

carefully recorded hog slaughters in the 1850s and 1860s noting that the meat was for 

"hirelings," Negroes," and "strangers" (Murray and Cosgel 1998:571). The Agriculture 

Census of 1880 showed the two Kentucky Shaker communities combined produced about 

the same amount of pork than all other Shaker villages jointly, even though the Bel ievers 

of Pleasant Hill and South Union contained only about 20 percent of the sect's adherents 

in that year (Bainbridge 1982; Brewer 1986:216; Edwards 1988; Rhorer 1996:40-42)! 

New Hampshire Elder Blinn's (1965 [1873]:113) comments in 1873 leave little 

doubt that the Kentucky Shakers remained in the habits of their traditional regional diet, 

and ignored guidance from Mount Lebanon on the pork ban, noting at Pleasant Hill 

"They cut fine flour & drink both tea & coffe.e. Elder Frederic's [of Mount Lebanon] 

spirit of reform in dietetics has made but slight inroads into the customs of this society. 

In the cellar we saw six barrels of lard, which came from their own beef, several barrels 
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of sugar, while the jars of preserves and canned frui t were in abundance." Blinn 's 

comment about six barrels of beef lard is suspicious, as lard is a pork product. Tallow is 

similar to lard, as it is fat rendered from beef in a similar way as lard is derived from 

swine. Other than this one reference to beef lard (tallow), I have not experienced a 

reference to it in any Kentucky Shaker manuscript. It is possible that the Pleasant Hill 

Shakers concealed their lard (pork) from the important visitor by passing it off as a beef 

product. At South Union they preserved "20000 lbs of pork" each year in the 1870s, and 

in 1873 the villages' "Bel ievers" ate "300 lbs." ofthe "18,000 lbs." of pork killed that 

winter (Neal 1947:223). Drawing from the evidence from Kentucky Shaker journals and 

U.S. Census data, combined with the independent leanings of the Southern Shakers, it is 

certain they continued to eat pork in limited ways throughout the ban era, but were good 

at concealing their noncompliance from the Central Ministry and perhaps the Union 

Village leadership also. 

Journalist Charles Nordhoff visited most Shaker communities in the United States 

in the year 1873 and chronicled details about many aspects of each, including diet. 

Concerning most villages, he commented on their meat-eating habits, as well as if they 

drank tea and coffee. For example, after visiting the Groveland, New York village, 

Nordhoff wrote ' 'they eat meat, drink tea and coffee ... " (Nordhoff 1966 [1875]: 199), 

whereas North Union, Ohio ate "but little meat; use tea and coffee, but moderately" . In 

the cases of South Union and Pleasant Hill, Kentucky, he stated "they eat meat, but no· 

pork; drink tea and coffee". By emphasizing the lack of dietary pork, the Kentucky 

Shaker leaders possibly were fraudulent, misleading the journalist as they knew the report 
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would be published and widely read. The emphasis on conveying lack of pork in their 

diets could purposefully have been carried out to conceal the reverse. 

Pleasant Hill's journals definitely imply the Shakers there did not completely 

obey Mount Lebanon's orders to ban swine eating, noting in 1842 "we all unitedly quit 

the use of all strong drink, tea coffy (sic) and toacco (sic) and also the use of swines (sic) 

flesh in part" [emphasis added] (Kremer 1976:47). These multiple indicators entail a 

sort of"cooking the books" to conceal Southern Shakers' insubordinate eating of pork to 

satisfy their desired tastes. Though the Northeastern leadership relaxed rules on many 

aspects of Shaker life, it does not appear they eased the pork ban. As late as 1897, 

writing in the Shaker periodical The Manifesto, Elder Henry Blinn (1897:67) said 

"swine's flesh is not eaten in any Shaker family, and indeed, no consistent Bible 

Christian could make use of it." Murray and Cosgel's (1998:571) pork research, along 

with other foodways analyzed in this work, strongly support significant regional food 

differences among the Shakers, noting "in terms of hog production patterns, the eastern 

and western Shakers were more like their neighbors than like each other, and these 

Shaker differences were likely the result of the same influences that induced regional 

specialization more generally." 

Kentucky Shaker Food Industries and Staples 

In addition to pork and corn's prominence in Kentucky Shaker foodways, the 

Southern Believers also became productive in the fruit and preserve industries. In the 

first 20-30 years of Shakerism in Kentucky, fruit was mostly utilized within the 

community for consumption. After 1850, the Southern Shakers increased their economic 

interests in the production and sale offruit products, mostly preserves, but also dried and 
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fresh fruit (Kremer 1976). The shift from more harsh physical labor intensive 

enterprises, to fruit and vegetable industries in Kentucky may be result of the Shaker's 

self-realization that they were increasingly becoming a female sect. By the mid-19th 

century, Kentucky Shakers had concerns about their decline in male population, the 

Ministry of Pleasant Hill wrote the Ministry of Mount Lebanon "It is the understanding 

here that the society is going down gradually and steadily, on the male side of the house. 

The older brethren are dying off rapidly, and the younger ones are running off more 

rapidly . . . We cannot prevent a spirit of discouragement from getting in among the 

people" (Thomas and Thomas 1973:43). 

As females became more prominent in the village workforces, the fruit and 

preserve industries also increased in importance. Julia Neal (1977:26) notes that by the 

1870, preserves became the principle form of income for both Kentucky communities. 

Both Pleasant Hill and South Union had large fruit orchards supplying the produce for the 

preserve industries, which often did not meet demands to supply the growing production. 

At times the deficiency caused the Shakers to purchase additional fruit from other 

farmers in the region to meet production demands. 

The preserves where made from a combination of fresh fruit and sweeteners 

(usually sugar, but others such as honey or sorghum were used to a lesser extent). The 

industry was so important to the economy of Kentucky Shakers that the communities 

erected sugar mills and experimented with growing and producing their own sugar cane 

(Neal 1977:26-28; Thomas and Thomas 1973:105). 
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Figure 3.2 West Family Sisters' Preserve Shop - Pleasant Hill 

In addition to traditional fruit preserves, the industry also included the production 

of related products such as apple butter, jelly, dried fruit, canned tomatoes, pickled 

vegetables, and pickled watermelon, which was a specialty of Pleasant Hill (Neal 

1977:29). The female work roles in Kentucky Shaker communities became more 

important to the economic base of the villages as the male population decline-d. Routine 

foodways, expressed in recipes, became economic vitalities as production moved away 

from heavy agricultural endeavors to more female-dominated light industries, like 

preserves and pickling. Providing rare insight of detailed Kentucky Shaker pickling and 

preserving instructions, Sister Jane Sutton, a late Trustee at Pleasant Hill, writing to a 

friend, shares one of her recipe for "Spanish PickJe" (a type of vegetable relish): 

l guess you think I am very slow about sending the recipe. I never make my 
pickle until late. I always think tomatos (sic) are best- consequently I have no 
cucumbers & make it without. 
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Spanish Pickle [bold added] 
1 Peck tomatoes, I Doz. Cucumbers 
2 Heads Cabbage, 1 Doz. Onions 
~ Doz. Green Peppers 
Chop the above fme, salt well & I et stand all night then press out all the juice & 
put in enough vinegar to wet thoroughly (water will do if vinegar is scarse (sic),) 
let it stand two or three hours & press again. Have ready good cider vinegar, put 
in enough to cover, or make as thin as you like, add, 2 oz. White mustard seed, 
I " [oz] Celtery (sic) seed, 
1" [ oz] Tumeric, 
1 Box Lexington mustard, 
2 ~ lbs. Brown Sugar, 
Horse Raddish (sic) (if you have it) either grated, sliced, or chopped, 
A little ground black pepper & all spice & any other condiment you can get 
Put all in a kettle together & boil20 minutes or half an hour 
Bottle & seal hot. The Onions & green peppers need not be pressed, it destroys 
the flavor. You will find this to be very nice (Sutton 1883). 

In addition to pickled vegetables, the Kentucky Shakers seemed to hanker for 

peach pastries, as they produced many peach products in their food industries and for 

home use. At Pleasant Hill in 1848, a Believer said "we eat the Best of fried Peach Pies, 

sweet cake Honey etc." (Burnett l846-l853:N.p.) and later at South Union in 1873 "the 

sisters were making dried peach turn overs ... these little pies were made very neatly; the 

sisters using more care than we had generally supposed" (Blinn 1966 [l873]-b:63). 

Though not an original Shaker recipe for peach preserves, it is probable that South Union 

and Pleasant Hill sisters utilized a recipe similar to this one in their industries from the 

most popular Kentucky cookbook of the mid-1800s: 

Preserved Peaches- select large plum, or clingstone peaches, that are ripe but 
quite firm; pare them, cut them from the stones in large slices, and weight them. 
Weight an equal quantity of loaf sugar, break it up, and put it in a preserving 
kettle, with a few spoonfuls of water at the bottom. The best preserving kettles 
are made of iron, and lined with porcelain. Set it on a trivet over a bed of clear 
coals, and when it boils. skim it well, and then put in your peaches; stew them 
gently till they are quite transparent, stirring them occasionally, but be sure you 
do not break or mash them to pieces. Put them in a broad earthen pan to cool, 
and set them by till next day. Then put them up in small queensware or glass 
jars, lay a bit of brandy paper on top of the preserves, and tie several folds of soft 
paper over the tops of the jars. Examine them occasionally, and if they seem like 
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fermenting, scald them over again, skim them, cool them, and put them up again, 
in the same manner as before (Bryan 1839:345-346). 

Fruits and preserves were important staples of the Southern diet and Shaker food 

industries; fruits were consumed heavily by Southerners in season, but significant 

amounts were preserved with sugar for future utilization (Hilliard 1969:1 0). 

The Kentucky Shakers had an extensive trade network to sell their preserves (also 

called confectionary or sweetmeats) throughout the state and also in the Deep South. In 

January 1849, while on a trading journey to New Orleans, Pleasant Hill Brother Micajah 

Burnett "returned home" prematurely because "Cholera was raging to such an extent in 

New Orleans that business opperations (sic) were mostly suspended, and he had to store 

away his confectionary and leave it unsold" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-1868:70). The 

Believers, not allowing the sugar-laden assets go to waste, two months later dispatched 

another Shaker trader to "set out for New Orleans, to dispose of the confectionary 

remaining there" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-1868:72). The preserve industry suffered 

in the 1860s due to production disruption and the demise of Southern market outlets from 

the Civil War, exemplified when a Shaker trader in 1867 "returned home from N[ew] 

O[rleans], bringing with him some hundred and odd cases of preserves to Louisville that 

yet remain unsold" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-1868:289). 

The Kentucky preserve industry probably peaked in the early 1870s, but rapidly 

declined by the end of the decade, as the population shrank and became more aged (Ham 

1962:241; Neall 977; Rhorer 1992; Rhorer 1996:47). By 1887, a Shaker at Pleasant Hill 

(Henry Daily) writes pessimistically ofthe downfall oflabor required (alluding to either 

poor work ethic of young sisters or perhaps hired hands) for the fruit preserve business in 

his journal, saying "The sisters gathered strawberries P.M. We have nobody to gather 
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now days. They are nearly all green horns as the saying is & will take our fruit. They are 

too lazy and worthless" (Daily 1885-1889:211 ). 

The Southern Shakers liked the same foods as their neighbors in central and 

southwestern Kentucky, and their foodstuff industries concentrated on the products they 

found desirable. Their neighbors, including the famous and influential were also fond of 

Kentucky Shaker cuisine. The Kentucky Shakers' food production endeavors, especially 

pork and fruit preserves, were closely tied to regional market demand and tastes. Simply, 

they sold what people liked to eat in their market territory, which was roughly 

concentrated in Kentucky and among all states that bordered the Mississippi River from 

the confluence with the Ohio River to New Orleans. 

The Kentucky Shakers consumed significant amounts of potatoes and also 

produced them for the market. Though they grew and consumed varieties of potatoes, the 

Kentucky Shakers preferred the sweet potato over the white Irish potato, as did their 

Southern neighbors. The sweet potato was a highly prized food and crop of the South. 

South Union had a sweet potato industry that continued into the 20th century (Neal 

1947:263). Part of the reason for the plant's desirability was due to African influence. 

Though unrelated, the sweet potato is similar in texture and taste to the yam, a native root 

vegetable of Africa. African women did a significant amount of cooking in the South, 

leading Shaker visitors from the North to believe that "the blacks do all the cooking" 

(Morrell 1968 [l847]-a:40). African slave women, due to fami liarity and favor ofthe 

yam and its similarity to the sweet potato, substituted the sweet potato as a cooking and 

dietary staple. The Northern visitors were not fond of the cooking and foodways of 

Kentucky, as they complained ' 'when we are traveling among the world in this state we 

116 



cannot get anything to eat but what is cooked by the colored people that look as dirty and 

greasy as an old saddle cloth, and a great deal of their victuals taste more like soap grease 

than anything fit for humans to eat" (Morrelll968 [1847]-b:85). 

As a result of its abundance and African influence, the sweet potato became 

referred to as merely "potato," perhaps leading to historical inaccuracy about the 

prominence of the white potatoes in the daily diet of the region (Bryan 1839; Hilliard 

1969: 1 0; Hilliard 1972). Remarking about the unusual display of a large crop of Pleasant 

Hill sweet potatoes, as compared to Elder Blinn's New Hampshire home, he wrote "from 

our window we see the hills of sweet potatoes. A novel sight indeed. They are about a 

foot high, and in the top is placed a potato slip from which the fruit grows" (Blinn 1965 

[1873]: 116). The root vegetable was so important to the South Union society when their 

crop faced danger, they placed the survival of the tuber ahead of construction of their 

spiritual sanctuary - the meeting house! On October, 25, 1813 the South Union scribe 

recorded "Sweet Potatoes Young Brethren quit cutting stone for the Meeting House to 

save the sweet potatoes" (Neal 1947:49). Kentuckians' predilection for the sweet potato 

is also mentioned in the Kentucky Housewife (Bryan 1839: 197) noting that "the white and 

yellow potatoes, are not so much admired." The sweet potato remains popular in the 

present-day South, where they are favored to white Irish potatoes; in the North the 

opposite is accurate (Boswell and Texas A&M University 2000). 

Another important root vegetable to both the Kentucky Believers and Southern 

states' residents was the turnip; Shaker Sisters "turned out and set out turnips" in the 

fields on March 11, 1850 (Kremer 1977:2). The turnip provided nourishment from the 

root, as well as the leaves in the form ofvegetable greens (usually boiled with pork). 
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Other important vegetable crops for the Shakers and their Southern neighbors included: 

cabbage, collards, beans, peas, watermelon and cucumbers (Hilliard 1969; Kremer 1977). 

Watermelons were a highly revered summer food product for Southerners and the 

Kentucky Shakers. Originally from Africa, watermelons were brought to the Americas 

by Africans and early European settlers. Though Ohio Believers certainly grew melons, 

as did others, the Kentucky Shakers were especially fond of the succulent food, sharing 

them with esteemed visitors from Northern villages. On August 71
h, 1847, Prudence 

Morrell from New Lebanon, New York went to the South Union Ministry's "shop" to 

"eat some watermelon" (Morrell 1968 [1847]-b:59). When [saac Youngs journeyed from 

New York to Kentucky's other community at Pleasant Hill, there seemed to have been an 

obsession with the juicy melons, as he mentions eating them eight times during his brief 

stay. He "brot (sic) some watermelons which were devoured without much delay or 

remorse" followed by having "a good feast ofwatermellons (sic) a later day. A couple of 

days later he ate "watermelons" and "went over to see Elder George" and a few hours 

later he was "gathering watermellons (sic) on the ground ready to devour." Isaac "went 

to the garden house, or shed, & there had a great supply of watermelons" and after dinner 

"had a good feast of watermelons." Youngs' melon eating was not confined to afternoon 

or evening, as "after breakfast ... "he was "hindered in attending to watermellons (sic), 

a duty which was difficult to get by." The following day (August 13, 1834), Isaac noted 

"after breakfast & after we had eaten a mess of watermelons we went over to the West 

Lot family" (Youngs 1834:91-97). With these multiple passages, Youngs was possibly 

intending a sarcastic theme of humor, and making light of the Kentucky Shakers' 

fondness and frequency of the melon gorging. Another possibility is that Isaac literally 
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loved the food, and considered it a rare treat, thus noting it so frequently in his writing. 

[n addition to the Southern Shakers' consumption of them, sweetened watermelon rind 

pickles were part of the preserve industry. Marketed as " Ice Melon," the Shakers shipped 

them throughout the South for sale (Neal 1977:28; Thomas and Thomas 1973: 105). 

Figure 3.3 Ice Melon Preserves Bottle and Label 

Shaker Dining Practices 

The Shaker kitchen was a busy place, as meals were prepared three times a day 

for the large communal families, ranging from 25 to approximately 120, of each village. 

When the Kentucky Shaker population peaked in the mid-1820s, Pleasant Hill and South 

Union had nearly 450 and 310 members respectively, creating a need for extensive 

culinary faci lities and activities (Rhorer 1996:40-42). 
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Mother Ann Lee, the Shakers' female manifestation of the Christ Spirit, took care 

to address the importance of cooking. Ensure "that your victuals are prepared in good 

order and on time so that when the brethren return from their labors in the fields, they can 

bless you and eat their food with thankfulness, without murmuring, and thereafter be able 

to worship beauty in the holiness" Mother Ann is attributed to saying (Miller and Fuller 

1985:2-3). 

Mother Ann's culinary directions where usually carried out in Kentucky within 

large dwellings having multiple kitchen rooms with specializations, such as baking and 

bread making. At Pleasant Hill, the third Centre family dwelling had a trap-door 

mechanism to lift dairy products from the cooler basement, where they would be better 

preserved. Rich milk, cream, cheese, and butter were also kept in the spring house where 

"a stream of water runs through the building & spreads over the whole floor, making it 

one of the best places to keep milk cool" as a Shaker described in 1873 (Kremer 

1976:47). 

In this bustling, large cooking space, the Kitchen Deaconess was the officer 

responsible for all activities related to meal preparation in each communal family, 

working with multiple assistants, perhaps as many as 8-15, to prepare the daily meals for 

a large family of up to 90. Breakfast was usually early, not long after sunrise, followed 

by the largest meal of the day around noon - dinner. T he final meal, supper, was served 

in late afternoon or early evening, and was smaller and less rich than the noon meal. T he 

timing of meals at Kentucky villages was similar to those in other communities; at Mount 

Lebanon in the 1890s ''meals" were "eaten at regular intervals ... breakfast is at six in 

the summer, half an hour later in winter; dinner at twelve and supper at six" (Mount 
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Lebanon Shakers 1892:92-93). The kitchens, under the Deaconess' direction, had 

specialized division of labor. There were bakers, pastry makers, meat cooks, those who 

handled dairy products, and others responsible for dishes and minding tables; similar 

specializations existed in all Shaker village kitchens "divided into cooking, baking, and 

dining" (Mount Lebanon Shakers 1892:93). Especially in Southern Shaker kitchens 

"fireplaces were used for cooking as well as for producing heat" (Miller and Fuller 1985). 

Though the communities produced many items used in their daily lives, the 

dinnerware (plates, cups, utensils, etc.) they ate from was almost always purchased from 

the world. The Shakers often purchased products from the world that were more 

efficiently made and of high quality; they usually determined whether to buy or purchase 

products mostly based on economic decisions. If the world could produce a quality 

product at a better price than Believers could manufacture it (including human labor costs 

and ability), they were prone purchase the efficiently produced worldly items (Murray 

and Cosgel 1998; Murray an_d Cosgel 1999a; Murray and Cosgel 1999b ). 

Shaker meals were served family style, and though the Believers ate different 

foods depending on their geographic region, their table habits were similar. The family 

style of service is characterized by food items placed on the table in large vessels and 

passed around among those sharing the table to select their portions. Depending on the 

meal and time period, there may have been two or three courses, but dessert was almost 

always served with dinner, and often with supper. Silence was the rule in Shaker dining 

rooms. For example, in 1848 at Hancock, Massachusetts "all conversation in the dining 

room was forbidden" (Miller and Fuller 1985:8). 
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In kitchen work duties, "the Sisters who prepared the food also waited on the 

tables- and when an individual wished anything which was not before him, he beckoned 

to a sister who was in waiting and made known to her wish in a low whisper" (Miller and 

Fuller 1985 :8). This same observer noted that tables were arranged so Shakers were 

served in groupings of four and that meals were eaten quickly, within 15 minutes, since 

the serving of food was not for socializing, instead it was merely functional for 

nourishment (Miller and Fuller 1985). 

Figure 3.4 1870s New York Shaker Dining Room Scene 

In middle 19th century Kentucky Shaker villages, guidelines for setting tables 

were penned, including diagrams for positioning of dishes. As Believers were 

accustomed to living in an environment of omnipresent rules, a document of monotonous 

instructions for setting tables would be expected, like this one scribbled in pages at the 

end of a Pleasant Hill journal: 
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Directions for Placing Dishes on Table 
Soup, broth, or fish should always be set at the head of the table, if none of these, 
a boiled dish goes to the head; where there is both cooked [?) and roasted. If but 
one principle dish, it goes to the head of the table. If three the principle one to 
the head and the two smallest to stand opposite each other near the foot. l f four, 
the biggest to the head and the next biggest to the foot, and the two smallest 
dishes on the sides. If five, you are to put the smallest in the middle the other 
four opasate (sic). If six, you are to put the top and bottom as before, the two 
small ones opasite (sic) for side dishes. . .. If ten dishes, put four down the 
middle and three on each side; each oposite (sic) to the [?)cy of the middle 
dishes. If twelve dishes, place them in three rows of four each; or six down the 
middle and three at equal distances on each side. 
Note -of most time the above number of dishes are required the manner laying 
them on the table must in a great measure depend on the taste of the driper 
[supper?]. Deserts are placed in the same manner; -- if you have any other 
ornament, for your dinner table, or a bouquet, place them in the middle of the 
table (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1885 [?]:N.p.) 

This document describing table settings also included hand-drawn diagrams of place-

settings for two meal courses: 

Figure 3.5 Diagrams for Placing Dishes on the Table at Pleasant Hill 

At the South Union and Pleasant Hill communities, the size of dining halls varied 

by the mass of the communal family and dwellings . The furnishings of dining areas in 

Kentucky included tables (either with four legs, or trestle varieties), and either benches or 
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often low-back chairs (low back chairs of late 19111 century Shaker dining rooms are 

illustrated in the Canterbury village example). 

Figure 3.6 Shaker Dining Room- Canterbury, NH 

As the communities developed, growing in both members and facilities, the 

Ministry tended to isolate itself from the society at large. They lived in their own 

domicile structure (in Kentucky communities, either above the meeting house or in a 

separate Ministry house). As the villages' grew, larger structures were built to 

accommodate growing membership. At Pleasant Hill the Ministry moved into living 

quarters above the meetinghouse in 1820. After the third Centre Family house was built, 

a segregated dining area only for the Ministry was attached at the rear of the dwelling. 

The Ministry's dining area was tended to by one or two assigned members of the kitchen 

deaconess' crew. The small dining room was furnished similarly to the larger family's 

dining room. 
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Figure 3.7 The Pleasant Hill Ministry Dining Room 
(top -exterior, bottom - interior) 

The Ministry's isolation was meant to provide a perception of independence and shield 

them from interpersonal connections and networks with particular members or family 

cliques. Though this arrangement was not effective, it nonetheless provided the 

appearance of autonomy. 
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In all Shaker societies, the communal dwellings had kitchens and dining halls to 

accommodate the members. Each dwelling at the two Kentucky v illages had significant 

space allotted to cooking and dining, but the buildings generally had higher ceilings than 

those of the Northeast. This decision was functional for air circulation as the hot air 

produced by the cooking process tended to rise and the dining space was adjacent to the 

cooking area. The Shakers used advanced technology to make the cooking process as 

efficient as possible, developing special ovens, apple corers, early flowing water to 

kitchens, etc. A visitor to Pleasant Hill noted that their "Kitchen Class" [those who 

worked in the kitchen] ... " in the art of cookery, they excell (sic) [more than] any people 

with whom I have been acquainted" (Clark and Ham 1968). Another visitor described 

cooking technology utilized at Mount Lebanon, noting they "devised unheard of comforts 

of the indoor workers and the visitor leaves with the feeling of pity for the household 

wife who does her cooking in the ordinary way" (Miller and Fuller 1985 :9; Piercy 1953). 

In 1892, New York Shakers were using "soapstone ovens, heated with coal from beneath; 

a first-class range with a large copper boiler; suitable cooking utensils, mostly agate ware 

. . . "(Mount Lebanon Shakers 1892:92-93). 

Agate ware was a popular type of porcelain enamel ware, primarily utilized for 

bowls, pans, and baking dishes. They were durable, lighter, and less expensive than the 

alternative, cast-iron cookware. Agate ware was very popular in the United States in the 

last two decades ofthe 19th century, and pieces of it were probably found in all Shaker 

kitchens of the era. including the Southern communities (The Illinois State Museum 

2007). 
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The Politics of Shaker Foodways 

People brought food customs with them as they came to the Shaker communities, 

but likely learned other foodways in the environment of the large communal families that 

existed in each village. Since most Kentucky believers were from the Upper South, they 

were inclined to bring with them table practices and cooking habits, including recipes 

reflecting the regional environment. These environmental food connections were not just 

among the rank-and-file citizenry of the Shaker villages and surrounding communities, 

they also included Shaker leaders and prominent politicians of the period. The regional 

setting of the Kentucky Shaker villages was highly steeped in Southern food ways that 

were experienced by not only Believers, but by esteemed visitors from afar. 

Though the Kentucky converts brought their own foodways into the villages, the 

Northeastern leadership and administration also influenced the culinary habits, especially 

in the first 30 years of the villages' lifecycles. The Kentucky villages were very much 

under the direct control of expatriate leaders from the Northeast until the late 1830s. By 

1840 almost all remaining expatriate leaders were recalled to the Northeast, leaving the 

Ohio and Kentucky villages under the direction of their native Ministries' leadership. In 

addition to guidance on foodways from the expatriate Yankee leaders, visiting Shakers 

from the Northeast also provided direction on culinary matters. In 1834 when Isaac 

Youngs visited Pleasant Hill from Watervliet, New York, he "finished out the evening in 

various rooms where a number would gather in & discourse on a variety of subjects; such 

as the manner of dress, the table fare [emphasis added], mode of washing various kinds 

of work &c." (Youngs 1834:95). 
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In addition to feeding their own, Shakers regularly fed important visitors to their 

commnities, usually in the Trustees Office. South Union journals reveal very important 

dinner guests. For example, on "June 17, 1819 President Monroe and party and Gen'l 

Jackson and family dine here today" (Neall947:97). Not only did the Shaker host a 

current and future President for dinner, but a decade later they hosted two other high

profile national political leaders from Kentucky. On "Sept. 15, 1829 [the South Union 

Shakers had an] Extra Visit- The Hon. Henry Clay, John J. Crittenden and company 

took dinner at our tavern today" (Neal 1947:97). Henry Clay was a prominent political 

leader, attaining positions of Secretary of State, Speaker of the House of Representatives, 

and Senator. Likewise, John J. Crittenden was an esteemed leader, serving as Attorney 

General of the United States and later in the United States Senate. 

These instances of the most esteemed political leaders of the period partaking in 

Shaker food and hospitality served as indicators of the world's acceptance of the sect, 

even with their somewhat unconventional beliefs and practices. After approximately 25 

years ofShakerism's presence in Kentucky, these very public dining visits by prominent 

political leaders displayed an aura of acceptability of Believers as suitable members of 

the American citizenry. It is very unlikely that well-known national politicians would 

affirm public connections with the Shakers if their religion was considered extremely 

deviant. Henry Clay, especially, had considerable interactions with Shakers both at 

Pleasant Hill and South Union, partaking in their gastronomic hospitality and also 

exchanging livestock for the mutual improvement of the. herds ofboth parties (Clark and 

Ham 1968:31). 
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In community dining practices, Shakers could eat as much food as they desired, 

but they abhorred waste. Shakers were shunned for wasting uneaten food. Though the 

lavish, rich menus described in the daily fare of the Kentucky Shakers may seem heavy 

and fat-laden, it is important to consider the context of the long workday and the heavy 

labors both the brethren and sisters undertook as part of their everyday routines. They 

worked in fields on agricultural endeavors, constructed their buildings, and did labors of 

everyday life. Unlike the sedentary lives we lead today, 19th century Shaker daily 

activities required significant caloric intake (Miller and Fuller 1985: 14). 

Perhaps the best closure for this foodway section is the inclusion of a broadside 

that was provided from about 1850 into the 20th century to guests at the Canterbury, New 

Hampshire Shaker village. The broadside entitled Table Monitor was given to dining 

guests as they were seated at a table. The verse emphasized the order, bounty, and 

frugal ness of mannerisms related to dining ethics of Shakers. 

As activities related to Shaker dining were significant undertakings for each 

community, the material aspects of such a large endeavor were also apparent in the dishes 

they ate from, the chairs they sat upon, and the tables they served food on. The 

gastronomic world of the Shakers was connected to the material realm. All of the 

foodway objects were components of Shaker material culture, which is the most 

researched aspect of the religious movement. 
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CHAPTER FOUR- SOUTHERN SHAKER MATERIAL CULTURE 

The migratory origins of early Kentucky settlers, along with their folkways, 

including toodways and customs, have all been addressed in the context of the two 

Shaker communities in their Southern environment. Many aspects of the Kentucky 

Shakers' ideas, organizational practices, political foundations, and food preferences are 

historical intangibles, as today we cannot touch them or experience their physical 

presence. In contrast, the material culture legacy of the Shaker movement is powerful. 

While adaptive culture refers to intangibles (ideas, values, beliefs, customs), material 

culture is exemplified by manufactured objects (e.g. furniture, clothing, buildings, etc.) 

(Marshall 1998: 138). The Shakers' material culture objects are especially critical in 

considering the variations of their physical environment compared to other Believers in 

the country, especially clothing and building practices in the context of climate 

differences. 

This chapter highlights the regional material culture connections between the 

Kentucky Shakers and their Southern environmental setting. I do not intend to enter an 

extensive discourse on Shaker objects; such a canvassing would require hundreds of 

pages for merely a brief overview. Shaker material culture studies are numerous, clearly 

the most examined aspect of the movement. Colleen McDannel} (1995), in her book 

Material Christianity, marvels at the proliferation of scholarship on Shaker material 

culture. She notes "we know far more about the material environment of the Shakers - a 
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community that tried to simplify their physical universe - than we do about that of 

Roman Catholics", the Shakers' "utopian community life and design preferences marked 

them off from the ' masses' and thus made them fit subjects for study" (McDannell 

1995: 11). Though scholarship on Shaker material culture is extensive, the vast majority 

of it (especially furniture studies) emphasizes objects created in the Northeastern 

communities, marginalizing both the Kentucky and Ohio Believers' physical objects. 

My purpose in this chapter is twofold. First, I provide a new voice to the 

scholarly dialogue that uncouples Kentucky Shaker material culture from the over 

generalized merging of the Kentucky and Ohio communities into "Western Shakers." 

Second, I will differentiate Kentucky Shaker material culture from that of the Northeast, 

which is emphasized in the scholarly discourse. Though this chapter emphasizes material 

objects, every aspect of this work argues that Believers were not homogeneous, including 

major differentiation among "Western Shakers." I will emphasize three areas of material 

differentiation for this case: furniture, architecture, and textiles, providing illustrative 

examples from each category. 

Material culture consists of objects (buildings, tools, items, and structures) that 

are tangible things with cultural meaning and function. Material culture objects can be 

physically touched and are visible. This chapter addresses uniqueness of the material 

culture of Kentucky' s Shakers. Though the objects produced by the Kentuckians were 

not tota lly unique from the remainder of Shakerdom, they often varied - exhibiting more 

regional influences instead of the ideological authority of New Lebanon. Kentucky 

Shakerism, especially in the early years, existed in a time and region where mass 

production and consumerism were on the rise, but significantly less than in the 20th 
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century. In America's past, people were connected and known often by what they 

produced. The Shakers knew there neighbors by occupation, just as the surrounding 

community often identified Believers by their products and trades. The Shakers 

capitalized on this in advertising their products, often utilizing their name and image for 

notoriety. 

Figure 4.1 Elixir of Malt Advertisement - circa 1880 
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As the Shakers were known for their trades by their neighbors, Believers also 

knew people in the community by the products they sold or their trades -- "April 29, 1887 

Samuel Saines the well known Marble cutter of Danville, KY. Departed this life on 

Monday last 25 Inst of Asthmus (sic) in the 55th year of his age" (Daily 1885-1889). In 

addition to occupations that were fused with identities, the items that surrounded 

Believers were an inseparable part of who they were. This connection between objects 

we possess and our identity continues in contemporary culture (Csikszentmihalyi and 

Rochberg-Haltodn 1980: 16). 

The skills craftspeople used in the creation of material objects were 

manifestations of folkways. Folkways are the practices of folk culture, which refers to 

localized social practices of everyday life usually passed through oral or practice 

tradition. Folk culture is usually connected to place, retaining the spatial association even 

if diffused to other locations. Connecting to the aforementioned migratory origins of 

cultural patterns, folklorist Henry Glassie ( 1969) explained the causes of regional folk 

patterns in material culture. Glassie said the predominant divisions in material cultures of 

eastern United States are due to the historical differences in agriculture systems. He 

emphasized two periods: early in the 1700s as the eastern colonies were becoming 

established, and the first halfofthe 1800s as the western frontier regions (from the 

western original colonies and the Mississippi River) were settled. The agricultural 

"systems supported and were supported by the predominance of popular culture in the 

North" and "selective conservatism of the Mid-Atlantic region, and the persistence of 

traditional patterns in the South" (Glassie 1969: 188). In this model the South is the most 

prone to preserve folk culture traditions due to the traditional economic and agricultural 
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ways. Economics is a significant component in both the maintenance and decay of a folk 

material culture. 

Furniture 

Large quantities of furniture were required to accommodate the sizeable 

communal families of the Kentucky communities. With both Pleasant Hill and South 

Union attaining population peaks in early 1827 of approximately 500 and 3 50, 

respectively, the decade of the 1820s commanded the highest demand for furniture. The 

demographic trends are important indicators of furniture demands of the villages. Census 

records indicate that that both Kentucky villages lost approximately 45 percent of their 

populations between 1827 and 1840. As unstable social conditions leading to the Civil 

War loomed, both communities made considerable membership gains in the 1860s. The 

gains were temporary, as most new arrivals of this period came to the Shakers for secular 

reasons- seeking refuge from the volatile local environment- instead of spiritual 

enhancement. Regardless of the rationale for new members, both Kentucky societies 

continued to have strength in numbers. In 1860 Pleasant Hill had 335 members and 

South Union 244 (Bainbridge 1982:335). 

In the Civil War decade the villages temporarily regained members, reaching 65-

75 percent of their 1827 membership peak (Bainbridge 1982; Rhorer 1992; Rhorer 

1996:40-43). The steady membership numbers, regard less of the religious intent of 

individuals, continued the need for furniture retention within the community. Though 

some new furniture was constructed in the latter half of the 19th century, new pieces were 

usually specialized for a particular function, or perhaps the needs of a certain industry or 

individual. By 1880, memberships began a sharp spiral of decline from the deaths of 
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older members and apostasy of most temporary converts of the mid-century through the 

Civil War years. In 1900 South Union had 55 members, a decline of 77 percent from 

their 1860 population; likewise, Pleasant Hill had 34 members, marking a drastic loss of 

90 percent of the community membership over the same period. 

With such rapid decline also came a need for consolidation of communal families 

and their resources. At Pleasant Hill the five communal families11 that existed in 1860 

were merged into three by the fall of 1890, the Centre, East and West. Along with the 

consolidation of people, material objects were also combined - though the newly unified 

units had little need for such excesses of furniture, resulting in most being stored. 

Pleasant Hill member Henry Daily provides details of the process, beginning with the 

administrative authority of the Union Village Ministry sanctioning the consolidation and 

elaborating on the surplus furniture the society had to stockpile. 

Daily (1885-1889:151) observed "Oct 15, 1890 ... went over the river to High 

Bridge at noon today and met with the Union Village Ministry Elder Oliver C. Hampton 

Eldress Elizabeth Downing & Eldress Emily Robin[ son] ... They have come to break up 

the North Lot & move them in to the Church. This will be a disagreeable job for there is 

some rough ones in the family." Henry's anxiety with the task of consolidation is 

obvious, for he was aware some from the North Lot novitiate order would not desire to 

move, and perhaps were unsavory "rough" characters (Daily 1885-1889:151 ). 

Another interesting note in this passage is that by this time any attempt to separate 

novitiates from full members had been abandoned, a sharp contrast to the organizational 

11 The communal families of Shaker vi llages were alternatives to the world's nuclear families. Consisting 
from a few dozen to over a hundred, the families shared common communal ownership of holdings, as well 
as lived and worked together. 
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policy of the first half of the community's lifecycle. Two days later Henry noted "the 

long toll of breaking up the North Lot was begin (sic) today." He "hauled 8 loads of 

furniture & household goods from there today" and removed "all the bedding & best 

furniture to the meeting house ... [to] store it away upstairs til we may want it. The rest 

we hauled to C.[ enter] F.[amily] sister's stone shop to store away there. There is a great 

deal there yet to haul here". Daily, perhaps relieved that there seemingly was a lack of 

confrontation with the "rough" members of the North Lot, stated "part of the Family 

came away today" and felt that "the rest are to come soon ... The largest portion go to 

the East Family" but the "Centre family got all the cows 8 head & one horse" (Daily 

1885-1889: 150-152). Six years later the entire process would be repeated as the East 

Family was dissolved in 1896 and the remaining members were combined into the Centre 

family, with similar consolidations were happening at South Union. The communities 

had little need for additional furniture after 1880, though a very few specialized pieces 

were produced. 

Considering that most Kentucky Shaker furn iture was produced prior to 1840, 

many styles and patterns of their fixtures resemble those of their neighbors as much as (or 

perhaps more so) than furniture from New Lebanon. In August 1821 the Ministry at New 

Lebanon circulated rules on practically all aspects of daily life called the Millennia! 

Laws. Lucy Wright, in her papal-like capacity, generally resisted the publication of 

written policy and theological treatises in favor of oral tradition throughout the early 19th 

century until her death on February 71h, l821 (Madden 1998:45). Wright feared that ''the 

wicked" people of the world would provoke hostility against the Shakers iftheir 

principles and doctrines were published (Stein 1992:69). 
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While her grave was still fresh, exactly six months after Wright's death, the new 

dominant coalition within the power structures of the organization published the 

Millennial Laws on August 7th, 1821, and disseminated them to the various community 

Ministries. Though probably they were mere codifications of prior oral tradition, former 

customs were installed as concrete policies with the goal of homogenizing all of 

Shakerism into a network of identical, predictable villages under the strict supervision of 

the Central Ministry. The preface to the document confirms the goal of the laws to make 

Shaker practices uniform, regardless of the various environmental influences ofthe vastly 

diverse community settings: "Believers ... are united in one body, possess one united 

and consecrated inter~st, & ... [must] be subject to one general law" (New Lebanon 

Shakers 1821). The Millennia! Laws were revised and expanded in 1845 by the Central 

Ministry (New Lebanon Shakers 1963 [1845]). 

These written Shaker laws have several passages that dictate rules about furniture 

production and use. Key furniture components ofthe policies included: 

Beadsteads should be painted green . .. One rocking chair in a room is 
sufficient, except where the aged reside. One table, one or two stands, a lamp 
stand may be attached to the woodwork, if desired. One good looking glass, 
which ought not to exceed eighteen inches in length, and twelve in width, with a 
plain frame ... Section IV Concerning Superfluities not Owned. Fancy articles 
of any kind, or articles which are superfluously finished, trimmed or ornamented, 
are not suitable for Believers, and may not be used or purchased . .. except by 
special liberty of the Ministry... . The following articles are also deemed 
improper, viz. Superfluously fmished, or flowery painted clocks, Bureaus .. . and 
many other articles too numerous to mention . ... Believers may not ... 
manufacture for sale . . . articles, which are superfluously wrought, and which 
would have a tendency to feed pride into the vanity of man ... (New Lebanon 
Shakers 1963 (1845]:271-283). 

Without doubt, the Shaker leadership had no desire for fancy material items. 

Such spiritual-based rules created a challenging dichotomy of ideological tension within 

the sect. One on hand the administrative authority of the Central Ministry loathed fancy 
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furniture and adornment, yet on the other hand fashionable designs of the world were 

moving toward the ornamental. As with political-organizational systems and foodways, 

regional material cultural patterns influenced the objects made and used in Shaker 

villages, much to the chagrin of the Northeast-centric Central Ministry. 

Geographical distance, communication restrictions, and a gradual transference to 

local governance (as initial Eastern leaders departed), created an atmosphere favorable to 

allow variation from the sect's material standards. Additionally, the Kentucky Shakers 

were products of their regional cultures, bringing with them their furniture-making folk 

traditions. The desire for complete standardization by the Central Ministry in the 

Northeast met with significant resistance throughout the entire Shakers' realm, but the 

resistance was significantly stronger in the west. Western opposition was amplified 

because the Kentucky and Ohio communities existed in different cultural settings from 

the Central Ministry and New England. Though a significant amount of material 

uniformity was accomplished, the standardization orders for material things met 

resistance from the skills and customs of individual members, combined with the 

reinforcing regional stylistic preferences. The playing out of these tensions resulted in 

considerable variation in the furniture styles of the West from those of the Northeastern 

Shaker villages. Though the communities of the Northeast were far from having identical 

material traditions, they had more similarities with each other than differences when 

compared to the Kentucky and Ohio societies. 

Migration patterns and the lineage of settlement greatly influenced the regional 

differences in Shaker furniture. Julia Neal (1975:86) substantiates this premise, writing 

"the Kentucky and Ohio Shakers, who were culturally deeply rooted in Virginia, North 
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Carolina, and Pennsylvania" were more prone "to use designs with which they had long 

been familiar." Even Edward and Faith Andrews (Andrews and Andrews 1937 [1964] ; 

Andrews and Andrews 1966), who had practically ignored the existence of Shaker 

material culture outside of the Northeast in their early writings on Shaker Furniture, 

recognized the unique southern characteristics in a token section oftheir later work. In a 

miniscule eight page section of their 106 page book Religion in Wood: A Book of Shaker 

Furniture, they correctly explained furniture differences of Kentucky communities were 

because they "were peopled more by southerners and were subject, in general, to a 

cultural environment different from that of Puritan New England" (Andrews and 

Andrews 1966:94). 

The connection between migration patterns and regional furniture distinction is 

clear, as the Southern states developed unique styles and forms of furniture as an 

outgrowth of their cultural and geographic setting (Hurst 1997; Kirk 2000). Most 

individuals who became Shakers in Kentucky were also products of the same regional 

cultural environment, resulting in a stylistic breaching of the villages' boundaries in the 

minds, tastes, and skill sets of community members. The majority of the members of 

Pleasant Hill and South Union in the first three decades were either from Kentucky, 

Virginia, Tennessee, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, South Carolina, or Maryland. The 

bulk of cultural influences were from the Southern states, due to their numerical 

representation in the memberships, though a small minority of Kentucky Shakers 

originated in the Northeast or from foreign lands (Neal 1947; Rhorer 1992; Rhorer 

1996:7). 
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The influence of the early Southern and Western Ministries who were expatriates 

from the Northeast also should be considered, as they guided most aspects of the societies 

during the first three decades of Kentucky Shakerism. Some of the expatriates were 

furniture makers, including Samuel Turner of Pleasant Hill and Benjamin Seth Youngs at 

South Union. These leaders, among others, brought their traditional New England 

craftsmanship and doctrinal-influenced styles from the power seat of Shakerism. Even 

with Northeasterners at the helm, the regional influence was so prevalent that it 

considerably crept into the material legacy of Kentucky Shakerism. Interestingly, the 

early expatriate leaders absorbed Southern furniture traditions while in the region and 

returned eventually to New York, taking the alternate craft ways with them. Evidence of 

this reverse transference of furniture forms within Shakerism from Kentucky to New 

York is exhibited in the candle stand12 analysis presented later in this chapter. 

South Union furniture exhibits significant alignment with Southern regional 

tradition. Pleasant Hill furniture also shows Southern characteristics, along with other 

influences, perhaps from the Pennsylvania traditions that were common in Ohio. 

Pleasant Hill furniture had many commonalities with that of Union Village and the 

southwest Ohio communities, indicative of migration patterns from Pennsylvania down 

the Ohio River, and the influence of significant numbers of southerners from Kentucky 

and Virginia who settled among other migrants of southwest Ohio. All communities had 

some unique furniture characteristics, such as distinctive chair finial styles, pie safes of 

South Union, an extremely delicate side chair model of Pleasant Hill, and a style of 

orange mule-eared side chair with corner-notched slats from Union Village. All Shaker 

12 Though I refer to this furniture form as a candle stand, they were multi-functional tables often used for a 
variety of purposes (e.g. bed stands, book holders, comer tables, etc.). 
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communities also had some commonalities, such as the utilization of the ladder back 

chair. Also, all villages made at least one model of the ladder back that was lean, with 

very delicate form. The communities also went through several periods of common 

coloring and finishing patterns for their furniture, dictated by the Central Ministry (Kirk 

1997: 134-155). 

Tough there were common threads between the furniture of Union Village (and its 

immediate satellites), Pleasant Hill, and South Union, the extant furniture examples 

indicate South Union was the outlier, with Pleasant Hill having similarities to South 

Union and Union Village, the seat of the Western Ministry. _South Union furniture was 

overwhelmingly aligned with vernacular styles of the southwest Kentucky and central 

Tennessee (Nashville region). The furniture ofPieasant Hill adhered mostly to Southern 

styles, but with influence from the Pennsylvania and also of the early Northeastern 

expatriate leaders. The furniture of Union Village had regional and Shaker influences 

similar to Pleasant Hill, but with more adherences to the policies of the Central Ministry, 

with less superfluous styling than in either of the Kentucky villages. 

In the following segment, illustrations of furniture examples, including: chairs, 

tables/candle stands, case pieces, and sewing desks will be examined to show both 

regional similarity and differentiation among Shaker villages' furnishings. Included 

among the pages of illustrations is commentary either highlighting uniqueness or 

similarities, along with additional observations that connect the furniture pieces to the 

social environment. 
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Figure 4.2 Shaker Chairs- Part I 
A - Canterbury, NH; B - Enfield, NH; C- Pleasant Hill, KY; D- South Union, KY 
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Figure 4.3 Shaker Chairs - Part 2 
E- Pleasant Hill, KY; F- New Lebanon, NY; G - Union Village, OH; 

H - Union Village, OH 
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Shaker chairs are perhaps the most iconic representation of the sect in 

contemporary popular culture. Trappist monk, and influential 20th century Catholic 

author Thomas Merton wrote "the peculiar grace of a Shaker chair is due to the fact that 

it was made by someone capable of believing that an angel might come and sit on it," 

reflecting the connection bet\veen the physical with the spiritual worlds embodied in the 

chair (Merton 2003). Chairs were mostly made for community use in Ohio and 

Kentucky, but some were made for sale. In contrast, the New Lebanon, New York 

village developed a major chair manufacturing industry, selling them to retailers and 

customers into the 20th century. Among the communities, chair production rates and 

methods varied, but there were some commonalities. 

Though the general consensus among scholars of Shaker material culture is that 

Northeastern chairs are more refined, the Kentucky communities did produce some styles 

that matched or exceeded the classic New England models. In the Shaker chairs 

illustrated, highly refined Northeastern styles (A- Canterbury, NH; and B -Enfie ld, NH) 

are comparable to the selected delicate Kentucky counterparts (C - Pleasant Hill, and D

South Union). Though Northeastern chairs were commonly more refined, the Pleasant 

Hill chair (C) was probably the most delicate and refined side chair created in any Shaker 

community. 

A comparison between rockers from Pleasant Hill (E) and New Lebanon (F) 

substantiates the overall refinement of Northeastern chairs compared to those of 

Kentucky and Ohio. The Kentucky rocker has larger proportion, thicker components, 

more bulbous mushroom caps on the arms, and a relatively clumsy aesthetic. Chairs 

from Union Village (G and H) are illustrated to highlight variation at the Ohio village. 
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Since Union Village was so near the White Water and Watervliet communities in 

southwest Ohio, it is extremely difficult to attribute distinct provenance of pieces from 

there. Members often were transferred between the communities, and travels among their 

members were more frequent than in Kentucky, creating a situation of stylistic free-flow 

among these three Ohio villages. Also, as the smaller villages of White Water and 

Watervliet closed, many of there members and furnishings were consolidated into Union 

village. 

The southwest Ohio examples attributed to Union Village (G and H) display two 

distinctive styles of chair making. The style with the flattened back posts and the notched 

back slats (G) was common in the Ohio hub, and similar styles were found among the 

world in Ohio and Kentucky . Many of the existing chairs of this model are stained in a 

cantaloupe orange hue. The second Ohio chair (H) is characteristic of the more common 

pattern found within Shakerism (Kirk 1997; Meader 1972; Muller and Rieman 1992; 

Neal1975; Nickels 1990; Rieman and Burks 1993). 

Like chairs, tables and stands were needed in great numbers for the bustling 

Shaker villages, especially in the first half of the 19th century as the membership was 

increasing. Examples from Ohio and Kentucky listed in figure 4.4 illustrate the 

similarities in construction between Union Village and Pleasant Hill, and the variation at 

South Union. The Pleasant Hill table (I) is positively attributed to Leander Gettys, who 

signed the piece "L. GETTYS, JAN. 1861" (Rieman and Burks 1993). This table has 

traits that are seen in other Pleasant Hill and Union Village pieces. The most dramatic 

effect is in the leg style; the table legs exhibit abrupt changes in form, with little or no 

transition between the turned lower portions and the square tops of the leg posts. 
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I 

Figure 4.4 Shaker Tables 
I - Pleasant Hill, KY; J- Union Village, OH; K - South Union, KY 
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Figure 4.5 Shaker Candlestands 

L - New Lebanon, NY; M - Union Village, OH; N - South Union, KY; 
0 - Pleasant Hill, KY 
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Figure 4.6 Shaker Stands 

P - New Lebanon, NY; Q- Northeast Community [exact village unknown] 
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This same pattern is seen on several pieces of Pleasant Hill furniture, including a 

variation on the case piece (R) in the next section. This similar style is seen in many 

Union Village tables, as in the shown example (J). The drawer pulls of these two tables 

from Kentucky and Ohio (I and J) are small and have similar turnings. The South Union 

example (K) shows more superfluous flairs with decorative leg ball-like bases and turned 

beading as _the legs narrow. 

Dozens of candle stands were utilized by each communal family as foundations 

for candles or oil lamps or other small items. Those shown in figures 4.5 and 4.6 exhibit 

significant contrast between the classic New Lebanon models (L) and those of Ohio (M) 

and Kentucky (Nand 0). The New York example (L) has come to be known as the 

classic standard ofthe sect's candle stand by contemporary collectors . As an example of 

the astronomical market for Shaker antiques, this specific stand was sold in 1992 at 

auction for $30,000 (Willis Henry Auctions 1992). In the antique market, the 

Northeastern styles are highly desirable, whereas those of Ohio and Kentucky have 

values nearer, but perhaps somewhat higher, to their worldly antique counterparts. 

Though not representative of most New Lebanon stands, this form is similar to many 

other examples from that community. The design of this specific New Lebanon stand is 

flowing, simple, and has beauty in the absence of harsh turnings -creating a natural flow 

from the floor to the pinnacle of the top, which is delicately tapered from the center to the 

edges. New York stands with some commonalities, such as more elaborate turned legs, 

to Southern and western Shaker styles are shown in the examples (P and Q). 

All of the western examples have curved serpentine legs and a bulbous stem 

leading to varied top forms. The Union Village stand (M) has a less pronounced bulb, 
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than the Kentucky versions, but the legs of all three have significant similarities. The 

Union Village (M) and South Union (N) models have a commonality in that the tops are 

thicker and not tapered, which creates a heavier appearance than the Pleasant Hill model 

(0), which has a lighter appearance due to the tapered edges of the top. The general form 

of these Western candle stands are similar to those found in the region, exhibiting a 

connection to regional furniture characteristics (Rieman and Burks 1993; South Union 

Shaker Museum 1996; Willis Henry Auctions 1992). 

The New Lebanon stand (P) is a fascinating example ofthe fluidity of styles, 

mobility, and modes of craftsmanship within the sect. The stand is stamped by the 

maker, Samuel Turner, who was one ofthe expatriate New Yorkers sent to lead in the 

Ministry at Pleasant Hill, Kentucky for 28 years. Turner was in Kentucky from 1808-

1836; he made this stand one year after being recalled to New Lebanon. An examination 

of the form reveals an interesting hybrid of Western and Eastern styles. The legs, with 

high arches and snaking forms, are highly characteristic of Ohio and Kentucky stands . 

As the legs join the center post, the style seamlessly transforms to a less elaborate, but 

elegantly simple New Lebanon form reminiscent of the highly collectable representation 

(L). This object is a unique physical representation of the blending of Eastern and 

Western styles through the thoughts and hands of Elder Samuel Turner (Grant and Allen 

1989:110-111 ; Rhorer 1996:21-27; Sprigg 1986:67). 

Case pieces are furniture items usually designed for storage, with drawers or 

doors, such as chests of drawers and cabinetry. Chests of drawers show some 

commonalities among all Shaker villages. The examples from Pleasant Hill (R) and New 

Lebanon (S) illustrate the massive scale of storage needed for communal families with as 

151 



many as one hundred members in one structure. The New York (S) chest of drawers is 

typical of case piece construction in that community and others of the Northeast. 

Figure 4.7 Case Pieces- Part 1 
R- Pleasant Hill, KY; S- New Lebanon, NY; T- Union Village, OH; 

U- South Union, KY 
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Figure 4.8 Case Pieces- Part 2 
V- Pleasant Hill, KY; W - Union Village, OH; X- South Union, KY; 

Y - South Union, KY 
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The furniture piece from Pleasant Hill (R) is a press (or clothes press). These 

types of case pieces have only been found originating from Kentucky communities, 

though it is likely the southwestern Ohio villages may have used some. The legs on the 

press (R) also resemble the pattern of abrupt change from round to square form exhibited 

on the prior table from the same village. Often presses would be two separate pieces, 

with a base consisting of a chest of drawers topped by a cabinet for additional storage. 

Most presses also had a decorative top molding, which certainly violated the Central 

Ministry's Millennial Laws against superfluous decoration. 

Meader (1972:79) attests to the southern partiality for presses, noting "this 

furniture is an overwhelmingly Southern type; the North seemed to prefer multiple 

hangers and pegboards, as well as hanging pegboard in attic storage rooms." Presses and 

also large free-standing wardrobes for textile storage were common in Kentucky Shaker 

buildings, but they were unseen in Northeastern communities. As both of these furniture 

types were common in the regional environment of the Kentucky villages, they signify a 

preference for storing clothing and textiles in a fo lded manner instead ofhanging. Also, 

presses make for more portability in clothing storage, allowing flexibility and mobility as 

conditions change. 

The chest of drawers from New Lebanon (S) has few similarities to the others 

from Union Village (T), and South Union (U andY). The New Lebanon example is tight 

with crisp lines and though massive, it appears lean due to the thin walls. The two South 

Union models (U andY) are typical of Kentucky chests of drawers of the period in 

Shaker communities and also those of the surrounding region. Turned legs (South Union 

pieces often had an inverted pear shape) are typical ofKentucky chests, but are rare in 
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extant examples from other villages. Kentucky Shaker chests commonly have a recessed 

panel on the sides, as is evident in all three examples (R, U, andY). 

The corner cupboard is a common furniture form in the South and Midwestern 

regions. There are no examples of Northeastern Shaker comer cupboards, but two known 

examples remain from Pleasant Hill (V) and Union Village (W), both in regions where 

they were popular among the world. Pleasant Hill likely had several corner cupboards; a 

1922 auction leaflet names them among artifacts from the West Family for sale: "40 

cherry chests, about I 0 chests of drawers ... a number of candle stands ... 2 corner 

cupboards" among other items (Kirk 1997:219). 

The corner cupboard was limited to Kentucky and Ohio Shakers, but the pie safe 

example from South Union (X) seems to have only existed in the Southern villages. The 

pie safe is a case piece usually with pierced of meshed front panels to ventilate stored 

food inside. Pie safes were extremely popular in the 1700s and 1800s throughout the 

South, and became more common throughout the Midwest in later periods. Two 

examples of Southern Shaker pie safes exist in the South Union Museum collection. 

Both have characteristics of other regional pieces : beveled cornice molding, tin panels 

with piercing to allow ventilation, and door panels with selves for food storage (Reed 

2007; Rieman and Burks 1993:344; South Union Shaker Museum 1994; South Union 

Shaker Museum 1996). Pleasant Hill also made and used pie safes, as evident from a 

temporal journal indicating Brother Francis Monfort made in" 1856 ... For the East 

House ... 3 small chairs, I fat press ... 1 pie safe, 2 tables ... "(Muller and Rieman 

1992:114). 
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Figure 4.9 Sewing Desks 
Z - South Union, KY; AA - Canterbury, NH; BB- Watervliet[?), NY 
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All communities had sewing desks, as textile work was very important 

considering the large amounts of clothing necessary to support numbers in the communal 

families. Very unique examples of sewing desks existed only in the South Union 

community; the two shown (Z) have splayed legs and have drawers and pull out storage 

for thread and other sewing items (South Union Shaker Museum 1994:38). Rieman and 

Burks (1993) speculate that the form was "primarily used by sisters seated nearby 

holding handwork in their laps." They note the contrast "with the substantial case pieces 

produced in the Maine and New Hampshire communities" (Rieman and Burks 1993:342) . 

The more common styles of Shaker sewing desks are the case pieces shown from 

Canterbury, NH (AA) and another Northeastern community - probably New Lebanon or 

Watervliet, NY (BB). Though the South Union Shakers had unique sewing desks, 

Ministry Eldress Nancy Moore admired the case piece versions of the Northeast. While 

on a ministerial journey to the Northeast, Eldress Moore asked her Kentucky colleague 

Urban Johns to note characteristics of the Canterbury sewing desks and take 

measurements so that they could be made back home (Sprigg 1986:48). 

Shaker Furniture Makers' Worldly Ties 

As Eldress Nancy Moore linked the Shakers of Canterbury and South Union 

through material culture, Kentucky Believers directly influenced furniture of their 

neighbors. Richard A. Milligan (hereafter R. A. Milligan) arrived with his father 

(Richard A., Sr.) and two brothers and a sister at Pleasant Hill in 1860 and within two 

years, on July 91
h, 1862 the East Family scribe wrote oftheir desertion "David Milligan 

absconded from the Center Family, and Richard and Alexander Milligan & Mary Clark, 

sister to the Milligans (sic) from the East Family, and Eliza Kid from the West Family. A 
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Budgett (sic) of hypocrisy!" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1856-1871 :90). R. A. returned to 

Pleasant Hill after his abrupt departure and eventually regained trust of the leadership to 

become the superintendent ofthe East Family farm (Milligan 1879-1894). 

R. A. made furniture in the later years of the village, while attending to his 

farming duties. An elaborate desk illustrating his abilities and signed by R. A. exists in 

the current museum collection at Pleasant Hill. The desk was made for Elder Stephen 

Boisseau; it has extensive turnings and adornments, especially when compared to earlier 

community pieces. R.A. again absconded from Pleasant Hill, along with Sister Mary 

[Margaret] Johnston, sometime between 1986 and 1892. R.A. and Mary moved to 

Lexington and married, and in the fall of 1892 R. A. was hired by the University of 

Kentucky as a woodworker and he and his wife purchased a home just south of the 

college's Agricultural Experiment Station on Limestone Street, conveniently close to the 

campus. His son wrote to Professor and University Registrar Ezra Gillis in 1944 noting 

"my father started with the University as a carpenter and cabinet maker he later 

developed into an allround (sic) mechanic. Besides his repair work he designed and bu ilt 

desks, chairs, cabinets, bulletin boards, switch boards and furniture of various kinds, 

much of which still remains on the campus. He was an expert at hand made furniture" 

(Milligan 1944; Ramsey 1994). 

R. A. was killed in an accident on the job in 1915 while "heating up some glue to 

put on some tables he was making, and ... the glue blazed up, inflicting severe burns" 

(Lexington Herald-Leader 1915). Thirty years after R. A.'s passing, the University of 

Kentucky was still filled with the Shaker inspired furniture and respect for the former 

Believer, as the Registrar wrote "The furniture that .. . [Milligan] made seems to be in 
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good condition as it was when it was first made, and looks like it will last indefinitely. l 

have in the office a hammer and a fine screwdriver that he used. There are 19 of the large 

chairs he made and two smaller ones on this floor of the library" (Gillis 1944). A few of 

R.A. 's desks were still in use at the University in the 1980s. In this example the Shakers 

directly influenced their material environment. As Believers left the community, they 

also took their folkways and skill sets that had been influenced by the Shakers, and thus 

spread the material ways of Shakerism to communities and institutions throughout the 

region. 

Architecture 

The Shakers of Kentucky tended to use different architectural styles and materials 

than their kindred of the Northeast, but very similar to those used at Union Village and 

the southwest Ohio communities. In general, Kentucky and Ohio Shaker dwellings were 

larger than their Northeastern counterparts. The Kentucky and Ohio Shakers also 

exchanged architectural plans and engineers. Exchange of craftsmen between Western 

villages, combined with regional stylistic influences, helped create an architectural 

cohesiveness among Union Village, Pleasant Hill, and South Union. Though the villages 

had distinction, overall they had traits more similar to each other than those of the 

Northeast. Pleasant Hill's second meetinghouse, still in existence, is practically an 

identical copy ofthe one that existed at Union Village (Lancaster 2001:61-63). In the 

first five to ten years, the Kentucky communities housed Believers in scattered log 

cabins, but as the societies developed they constructed more substantial structures usually 

of stone or brick. Local conditions and availability of building materials played a major 
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role in the decision to utilize stone and brick in Kentucky structures, especially dwellings, 

instead of wood. 

Figure 4.10 Shaker Dwellings 
CC - Union Village, OH; DD - Pleasant Hill, KY; EE - Watervliet, NY 
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South Union Elder Benjamin Seth Youngs revealed the environmental influences 

on the Shaker movement in Kentucky, including natural, social, economic, and political 

contexts. This disclosure and contrasting of conditions in the Northeast, including a 

discussion of build ing materials, is evident in a letter to the Central Ministry at New 

Lebanon in 1811 : 

It would seem that what is wisdom & prudence with one people in a certain 
situation, it is not always wisdom & prudence with another people in another 
situation. Countries and climates, people & laws, manners & customs, local 
situations & circumstances, advantages and disadvantages peculiar to each - all 
are different - and each requiring a different method of arrangement from the 
other in the line of outward economy ... This is much the case with us in regard 
to building materials - we are much put to it for a little building timber, as it is 
extremely scarce here . . . but good building stone of different kinds and the best 
kind of materials for brick, we have convenient & plenty (Kirk 1997:5 1). 

All of the remaining dwellings in Kentucky Shaker villages are of either brick or stone, 

with the exception of the frame North Lot novitiate house at Pleasant Hill. 

An interesting insight into the Kentucky communities' self awareness of their 

demographic situation is possible by examining the timing of their dwell ing 

constructions. The initiation of new dwellings was spurred by a sense of future growth. 

The last major Pleasant Hill home construction was initiated for the North Lot family 

brick house in 1830 (finished in 1832). T hough the Centre Family's expansive third 

limestone structure (DO) was not finalized until 1834; the construction began ten years 

earlier. Union Village's massive brick Center family house (CC), in the same "T" pattern 

so common in the West, was completed a decade later, in 1844. The Centre family 

dwelling at Pleasant Hill (DO) and Union Village (CC), represent two of the largest 

living structures ever created in Shaker villages. Both were started during a time of 
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general optimism, and the Shaker leaders believed they would need the massive 

structures to house a never-realized influx of new converts. 

In contrast to Pleasant Hill's cessation of house building, South Union continued 

raising extensive dwellings even though their population did not support the need -

constructing the East Family house in 1867 and the new West Family home in 1883. 

Though the West Family structure replaced one razed by fire, the members could have 

been easily accommodated by existing communal families. The continued building at 

South Union is indicative of the leadership ofBishop Harvey Eades, who was referred to 

earlier in the context of his stewardship in superiority of spiritual commitment at 

southernmost community. Harvey Eades and his associates in the South Union Ministry 

had spiritual optimism seeing their community, which had historically been 

overshadowed by Pleasant Hill, as their village now was jockeying for the position of the 

largest in the state. Eades boasts in Church Record Joumal in 1867 

By a note from Pleasant Hill I learn that the number of Souls there are only a 
bakers dozen more than are now at South Union also the same at Union Village! 
Both of these Societies have uniformly been for the past 60 years of from the 
beginning much larger, stronger & every way in advance of South Union but now 
it has come to pass that South Union is muscularly the Strongest Society in the 
\V estern country for Pleasant Hill, altho a few the most noses - they are babies -
of children they have under 15 not less than 125 or 30. So that over this age we 
are the most numerous. They have had in Society between 4 or 5 or nearly 500 at 
one time & Union Village had nearly 700 at the time they were re-enforced from 
Busero (West Union] & strange, tho (sic) true we now out number them! The 
most that we could ever count was 349. We then, are not 50 less than our 
greatest number while Union Village is less than half its greatest number & 
Pleasant Hill more than l/3 less than its greatest number & South Union only 
about 117 less. But whence this decimination (sic) & decadence? 0 may the 
good work revive! 0 Zion regain more than original strength. (Rhorer 1996:41-
42). 

Elder Eades was proud his community was "muscularly the strongest," but he was st ill 

hoping for a new revival to gain converts and regenerate those who were falling astray. 
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His optimistic leadership was likely the reason South Union undertook significant 

building projects in the late 19th century. 

Most Kentucky and southwestern Ohio dwellings had similar characteristics, most 

made primarily of brick, with limestone being the second most common building 

material, followed by frame dwellings. All were generally larger than their Northeastern 

counterparts, and almost all were in a "T" shape. The front of house contained mostly 

bedrooms, while the back part of the "T" housed the kitchen, dining, and meeting rooms. 

Having the kitchen in the rear also served to keep heat from the ovens and stoves 

somewhat removed from the retiring rooms in the summer months. Though the 

Northeastern villages had some large dwelling structures, even ones made of stone, they 

were generally less expansive and more industria l-looking than those to the southwest. 

The Church Family dwelling (EE) of Watervliet, New York is an example of Shaker 

dwellings of the region. 

Kentucky and Ohio Shakers also were influenced by their regional architectural 

setting. An example is the Kentucky the use of decorative fanlight windows above 

doorways. Pleasant Hill instances of the fanlight window were present in the Trustee's 

Office (HH), Centre Family dwelling, and the North Lot brick dwelling. South Union 

installed the fanlight feature on the interior of the Centre Family house (II). Most of 

these structures were completed at the very end of the Northeastern expatriate 

leadership's reign, at a time when their power and influence had been dim inished in the 

local setting. The decline of the expatriates' authority was partially a result of the scandal 

and deceit they utilized to remove popular leaders, Lucy Smith at Pleasant Hill and 

Richard McNemar at Union Village (Phillips 1972: I 03-113; Rhorer 1996: 19-27). The 
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decline in standing of the agents of the Central Ministry opened the door for more 

worldly styles to breach the community borders. 

Figure 4.11 Fanlight Doorway Windows of Shakers and Neighbors 
FF - Courtview, Harrodsburg, KY; GG - Bowman House, Mercer Co., KY; 

HH-Trustee's Office, Pleasant Hill, KY; II-Center Family Dwelling, South Union, KY 

The fanlight arched windows above doorvvays were a popular adornment of 

prominent homes in the central Bluegrass Region of Kentucky. Pleasant Hill examples 

were installed under the direction of village architect Micajah Burnett over the main 

entrances of the Trustees' office (HH) and North Lot, and in the interior of the third 

Centre family dwelling (Harrodsburg- Mercer County Landmark Association, Kentucky 

Heritage Council, and Powe11 1988:40-45; Lancaster 1991; Lancaster 2001 :80-82). The 
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1832 North Lot brick dwelling resembled a rural estate home of a wealthy Bluegrass land 

owner, and the 1939 Trustees office also encompassed several other characteristics of 

buildings in the region (Lancaster 200 1 :80-84). To illustrate the predominance of the 

fanlight windows over doorways of early estate homes built near Pleasant Hill from 

approximately 1800-1825, two examples are included in the fanlight illustration. 

Courtview (FF) was built in 1823 and is approximately 7 miles from Pleasant Hill in 

Harrodsburg, Kentucky. The John Bowman house (GG) was constructed in phases from 

1800-1825, and is approximately 6 miles south of Pleasant Hill on state highway 152 

(approximately 4 miles east of Burgin, Kentucky). Both are exemplary examples of the 

doorway fanlight window architectural feature that was so popular among building 

patterns of Kentucky, which the Shakers obviously replicated. Architecture historian 

Clay Lancaster stated that this feature was unique to Kentucky Shaker dwellings; the "fan 

doorway had practically no precedent in earlier Shaker architecture" (Lancaster 200 I :81). 

Perhaps the most garish example of contemporary styles from outside their 

borders influencing the architecture of the Shakers can be witnessed in the extensive 

Victorian remodeling of the Trustees office at Union Village, Ohio in the 1890s. What 

was once a simple frame structure was transformed to a model of the contemporary 

Queen Ann eccentric fad, complete with copulas, towers, erratic trim, and an interior 

remodeled with marble floors and intricately carved wood work. An examination of the 

remodeled Ohio Trustees office leaves no doubt that earlier ridged rules about 

superfluous adornment were totally abandoned by the sect on the eve of the 20th century. 

It is especially ironic that the building was remodeled at Union Village, the seat of power 

of the Western Ministry! 
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Figure 4.12 Remodeled Trustees Office - Union Village, OH 

Textiles 

As Kentucky Shakers went about their daily Jives in dwellings, workshops, and 

fields, they needed a large amount of clothing and other textile products . Textiles were 

important material products for the Believers, both for internal use and to a less extent for 

sale to the world. In addition to selling textiles, Kentucky Believers also developed 

industries around the production of fabrics. ln this segment we will discuss the principle 

textile industries, clothing habits, and other domestic textile uses. Like with their 

organizational-political setting, foodways, furniture, and architecture, the adherents of 

Shakerism in Kentucky also had distinction in their textile endeavors. 

The Kentucky Shakers produced flax, wool, some cotton, and silk for their fabric 

needs. Other communities also prepared flax and wool, but the cultivation of cotton was 

a brief enterprise at South Union and both Kentucky societies had extensive silk 
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undertakings. Being in the temperate southernmost climate of the Shaker domain, South 

Union experimented with cotton production and purchased a cotton gin that processed 

about two hundred pounds an hour in 1822 (Neal 1947: l 02). Temperature was a critical 

factor in considering crops for fabric production in Shaker communities, and often 

dictated food and textile endeavors of the villages. The following table of average 

monthly temperatures for January (coldest) and July (hottest) provides insight on 

variation of the temperate zones of some Shaker villages. The data was obtained from 

longitudinal observations from the 20th century (ranging from 30 to 100 year recording 

spans). The historical temperature data was gathered from the nearest National Weather 

Service station to the villages of South Union (Bowling Green), Pleasant Hill 

(Lexington), Union Village (Dayton), Enfield, CT (Hartford), Watervliet, NY (Albany), 

and Canterbury, NH (Concord). 

Shaker January Average July Average Annualized Average 

Community Temperature (F) Temperature (F) Temperature (F) 

Canterbury, NH 20.1 70 45.9 

Watervliet, NY 20.6 71.8 47.4 

Enfield, CT 25.7 73.7 50.2 

Union Village, OH 27 74.7 51.7 

Pleasant Hill, KY 32.6 76.1 54.9 

South Union, KY 35.6 78.5 57.2 

Table 4.1 Climate Data for Select Shaker Communities 
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As is ev ident in the historical climate data, South Union experienced the mildest 

temperatures, followed by Pleasant Hill. Just as in organizational authority structures, 

Union Village served as the climatological intermediary between the Kentucky Societies 

and those of the Northeast. The Northeastern communities had similar temperature 

ranges, but those closer to the Atlantic coastline were slightly warmer (especially in 

winter) due to the influence of the Atlantic Ocean. The climate variation had 

implications for architecture, clothing needs, and agricultural practices (including both 

textile and food farming) ofthe villages. Winter clothing to withstand cold conditions 

figured into Northeastern communities' practices, as well as production of garments to 

reduce the consequences of the relatively hot summers of Kentucky. 

The far southern location of South Union within Shakerdom allowed the 

community to invest in a cotton gin. It does not appear the community had any 

significant cotton growing pr~jects because South Union was outside the northern fringe 

of the crop' s optimal area of cultivation. The Kentucky Shakers were intensely invested 

in the production of flax, a more conventional textile crop for the region. Flax was grown 

in most Shaker villages, but it was emphasized more in the southwestern Ohio and 

Kentucky communities that were more invested in agricultural endeavors compared to 

many villages in the Northeast (Gordon 1983:36). 

Women played an important role in flax production in the Shaker villages. The 

Shakers of South Union referred to the hard work women undertook in the hot summer 

fields. A village Eldresses gave the hard-working sisters relief in the form of some liquor 

and a smoke break, noting the female leaders "went out to the flax field (30 acres) & gave 

all the sisters a drink of wine- lit our pipes & took a union smoke!" Further emphasizing 
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the women's role in agriculture, the Shaker recorder posed the question "How could we 

get along without the Sisters?" (Jeffrey and Parker 1996a:2). Flax is used to make I in en 

cloth, which was utilized by the Shakers for clothing, sheets, towels, mattress covers, 

cheesecloth, strainers, curtains, and many other functional items. 

Though much emphasis is contemporarily placed on the spiritual aspects of 

Shaker work and production, they were keenly aware of market conditions and decided 

whether to produce or buy items based on economic factors. The economic barometer as 

a decision catalyst is revealed often in Shaker manuscripts. Concerning the production of 

flax in Kentucky communities, Bishop Eades wrote in 185 5 "it is not sensible to produce 

even rough tow cloth by hand" (Jeffrey and Parker 1996a:5). Tow cloth is a rough fiber 

product used mostly for things like feedbags, twine, or horse blankets. In 1871 Bishop 

Eades commented on the Shakers' involvement in labor intensive textile work during 

earlier years, saying "to us now, in 1871 this seems like backwoods life" (Jeffrey and 

Parker 1996a:5). 

Wool was produced in all Shaker villages, and each had a significant flock of 

sheep for the industry. Several communities built fulling mills, which were structures 

housing the wool production, including carding and fulling and sometimes other related 

tasks like spinning and weaving (Gordon 1983:39). Wool was used in all villages as a 

common textile material. After the first half of the 19th century the Shakers made 

economic decisions to purchase more of these textile products from the world because 

industrial advances allowed non-Shaker factories to manufacture quality cloth at a price 

that was attractive to Believers. 
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The most unique textile industry of Kentucky Shakers was their silk production, 

which was carried out between approximately 1825 and 1880. South Union had the most 

extensive silk production industry, followed by Pleasant Hill. Union Village, Ohio also 

had some silk manufacturing activities, but they were minor undertakings compared to 

the Kentucky operations. The varied productivity of silk operations in Shaker villages 

was directly related to climate, as silkworms must be in relatively stable warm 

temperatures and never allowed to be exposed to temperatures be low 68 degrees 

(University of Illinois Department of Entomology 2007). Leaves of the mulberry tree are 

the food source for silkworms. Though mulberry trees can tolerate varied climates of the 

eastern United States, the Kentucky villages were fortunate to be in a temperate zone 

conducive to the silkworm caterpillars' lifecycle (Purdue Univers ity Department of 

Horticulture and Landscape Architecture 2007). The 5.5 degree annual temperature 

variation between Union Village and South Union was mostly responsible for the 

southernmost Shaker village's superiority in silk production, with Pleasant Hill falling 

between the two. Pleasant Hill's silk industry was nearer to the productivity level of 

South Union, as both Kentucky villages far outpaced Ohio's efforts in silk cultivation 

(Bauer and Portman 2004:174; Gordon 1983:41-43; Jeffrey and Parker 1996b; Neal 

1977:29-31 ). 

In several ways the Kentucky Shakers' silk industry efforts were contrary to 

traditions and rules of the sect. As has been noted, the Believers did not usually 

undertake industries that were not cost effective. Silk production was incredibly arduous, 

sometimes utilizing the majority of the Sisters' available labor, which could have been 

used for more profitable ventures, such as the preserve industry. Silk cloth certainly was 
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not required among the Shakers for any unique functional properties; it seems to have 

been produced instead for uniqueness and beauty. Silk kerchiefs were made in many 

bright colors; some exceptional models utilized a weaving technique that produced an 

iridescent effect. 

Two significant Shaker principles were shattered by the Kentucky Believers' 

extensive silk manufacturing efforts, the policy of economic practicality and the rules 

against unnecessary adornment and superfluity. The 1845 Millennia) Laws specifically 

banned "gay silk handkerchiefs" within the sect (Kirk 1997: 124). The silk industry 

highlights the ideological tension between Shaker rules and beliefs and the personal and 

cumulative desires of individual members that were significantly influenced by the 

external environment. Though produced from an industry contrary to Shaker order, 

Believers from all communities found the Kentucky silk products (especially kerchiefs) 

highly desirable. 

Even members of the headquarters at New Lebanon loved the Kentucky silk. 

Sister Sarah Bates wrote a note of thanks to the South Union sisters for her gift of a 

kerchief in 1869, revealing " I never can dress myself with these Beauties without 

thinking of the Dear souls who have .. . worked the flesh off their bones: And strained 

their nerves and Eyes with the utmost to prepare those choice articles ... I am struck with 

astonishment that your fmgers can work such miracles ... " (Jeffrey and Parker 

1996a:l4). The unique silk industry ofthe Kentucky Shakers was symbolic of the sect's 

ties to larger societal cultural desires fueled by the proliferation of consumerism in the 

rapidly expanding industrialized market economy of the 19th century United States. 
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The Shakers made linen, wool, and silk fabric for clothing. In the years prior to 

1850 the Believers made most of their own clothing (including the fabrics), but in the 

latter half of the 19th century they purchased more textiles from the world. Though they 

were always aware of the economic foundation for such decisions, concerns over quality 

of mass produced fabric of the world were voiced. An 1875 note from a New Lebanon 

Elder highlights the dichotomy between price and quality of worldly textiles: 

We used to have more looms than now ... but cloth is sold so cheaply that we 
gradually began to buy. It is a mistake; we buy more cheaply than we can make, 
but our home-made cloth is much better than that we can buy; and we have now 
to make three pairs of trousers, for instance, when before we made one. Thus our 
little looms would even now be more profitable - to say nothing of the 
independence we secure in working them (Sprigg and Larkin 2000: 159). 

Within this environment balancing the industrialized production of clothing 

materials and self-sufficiency, the Shakers made a s low transformation from being 

independent, self-sustaining manufacturers to worldly consumers of clothing through the 

span of the 19th century. Shaker clothing customs changed somewhat over the years, as 

the Central Ministry tried to exercise authority over attire, which they communicated to 

the various communities. 

In 1817 Rufus Bishop of the Central Ministry wrote to Elder David Darrow at 

Union Village concerning efficiency and rules of dress, saying: 

our great Coates .. . are not so large at the bottom. In our Strait bodied Coats we 
leave out about Yz yard of useless cloth in the hind part of the skirt (this I confess 
was at the first mortifying to my old traditional sense, for the more cloth I could 
hansomely (sic) get into the folds and skirt of a coat, the better it suited me.) We 
have also excluded a number of useless buttons and buttonholes . . . . Now you 
will see that we feel as fully settled not to follow the fashion of the world, as our 
good brethren at Ohio; and that we are equally determined to follow our present 
lead [Mother Lucy Wright] whom God has placed in Zion for our protection, nor 
is our confidence without foundation, for God has greatly blessed her with 
wisdom, and her children with obedience. But I must turn my tone, or you will 
be by and by think I am full of preach (Bishop 1817). 
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Elder Bishop's chiding of Darrow's laxness in controlling the dress at Union Village is 

informative, because Darrow had responsibility for all Kentucky and Ohio Shakers. 

The Kentucky societies probably strayed more from New Lebanon's dress rules 

due to their distance. In 1825 the Pleasant Hill a visitor to the Sabbath worship serviced 

wrote that the sisters wore " long-waisted gowns of dark color, long checked aprons 

extending to the neck, a white long-eared cap, with a white kerchief thrown over the 

shoulders, crossed and pinned before and a checked cotton handkerchief loosely hung 

over the arm" (Neal 1977:50). The men wore lightly-hued "coats and waistcoats of the 

long-waisted fashion, with outer pockets in the former, half-way down the legs, and those 

in the waistcoats resting on the hip. Their shirts were of coarse cotton." (Neal 1977:50). 

Though the Kentucky Shakers seemed to vary their clothing worn in everyday situations, 

they retained uniformity of dress within the community at Sabbath meetings, even in later 

years. In 1875 a Pleasant Hill brother wrote in the Trustees' journal "Nov. 3, 1875 The 

Brethren in the Chh [Church] adopted the mix of gray color for uniform meeting coat & 

pants, in lieu of drab coat and brown pants as heretofor" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1845-

1894: 139). 

Two years earlier at South Union Brethren wore "shirt sleeves . . . light blue vest, 

white linen pants, & white cotton hose" and the Sisters donned "white or light stripes" 

(Blinn 1966 [1873]-b:58). Concern was expressed about the Southernmost village's 

variance from Shaker standards, as Elder Blinn recorded that it "could not be expected 

that the believers of the north & south could be exactly alike, still we seen no necessity of 

diverging to any great extent beyond the pattern set at Mt. Lebanon." He criticized the 

community's dress practices for "unphysiological ... tight lacing" and the men wearing 
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neck bow ties "for the ornamental." The young women found the required caps 

"objectionable" so they wore them ''back to the ears.'' Blinn felt the Kentucky village's 

worship attire was not in "good taste or refined manners" (Blinn 1966 [ 1873)-b:58-59). 

Though the Kentucky Shakers varied somewhat from the sect's standards of 

dress in the first half of the 19th century, by the 1870s many Shakers were increasingly 

selecting their daily attire based on worldly tastes. Photographic evidence from the late 

19th century indicates older members of the Kentucky societies tended to adhere to 

traditional dress in the 1880s and 1890s, while younger members wore clothes that were 

indistinguishable from the world. Two examples, one showing mostly the leadership of 

South Union in 1885 donned in traditional garb, and another of a large group from 

Pleasant Hill consisting mostly of young Shakers, highlight differences in dress 

correlated with member ages. In the South Union photograph, the few young members 

are wearing more worldly attire. 

Figure 4.13 South Union Shakers' Attire circa 1885 
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Figure 4.14 Pleasant Hill Shakers' Attire circa 1889 

Figure 4. 15 Shaker Dress at New Lebanon 1856 
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Figure 4.16 Pleasant Hill Horse-Themed Dollar Mat Rug 

The Pleasant Hill members represented in the late 1880s photographic are mostly 

younger, but the contrast between dress of old members and youth is indicative of wider 

patterns of different levels of commitment to Shaker ideals. 

In Beverly Gordon's ( 1983) extensive survey of Shaker textiles, she elaborates on 

the extensive production and use of rugs in Shaker communities. Gordon traces regional 

traits and rug-making patterns of specific communities. She noted that Pleasant Hill rugs 

were often designed in a dollar-like pattern (dollar-mat), where the subject and border 

layout resembles a dollar bill. Just as the dollar bill is rectangular with a border, and a 

focal centerpiece, so are many Pleasant Hill rugs, where Gordon says "the style is so 

consistent, in fact, that we may reasonably assume that examples found in the northeast 

communities were either made in Kentucky or directly inspired by rugs that were" 

(Gordon 1983: 118). The Kentucky rug pattern provides evidence of regional styles being 

adapted within the material culture network of Shakerism. Similarly, Gordon discusses 
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the regional influence on Shaker rugs, noting horses as a subject of their rug arts. The 

Pleasant Hill Shakers' surrounding area of the Bluegrass Region contained many horse 

farms, which were reflected in their textiles as subjects of their rugs. The example shown 

exhibits both the dollar-mat pattern and the horse as the rug's subject; it resides in the 

Pleasant Hill museum collection. 

The material culture of the Kentucky Shakers remains as a physical manifestation 

of culture and folkways of the Southern Believers. In some ways their products reflected 

the attempt at uniformity within the sect, yet in others they fell short of the Central 

Ministry's goal of homogeneity. Just as in their foodways, organizational tendencies, and 

political inclinations, the Kentucky Shakers' material cultural products often resembled 

those of their neighbors more than the standardized prototypes of New Lebanon and the 

Northeast. 
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CHAPTER FIVE- THE CONFEDERATE CROSSROADS: SLAVERY 

AND THE CIVIL WAR 

Slavery and the Civil War were both entrenched in larger societal structures, and 

the Kentucky Shakers had the misfortune of being located in a state that was the 

geographic conflux of the contradictory ideas and social institutions. The Shakers of 

South Union and Pleasant Hill lived on the margins, in the borderlands where South met 

North, slavery met freedom, and agrarian ways met the capitalist manufacturing wave of 

the Industrial Revolution. Life on the margins was not pleasant for Believers; within the 

fissures behveen the competing ideologies was where violence, suffering, and sacrifice 

became byproducts of the eventual conflicts that led to the Civil War. 

Eldress Anna White of the Central Ministry, while traveling through Kentucky in 

1889, called the state the "Confederate X [cross] Roads" (Bullard 1889:N.p.). The 

Kentucky Shaker villages had two major factors to contend with that differentiated them 

from the rest of the sect, slavery and the direct effects of the Civil War. The Civil War 

and Slavery impacted the two Kentucky villages and the Believers who resided within 

them significantly more than any of the sect's other communities. These two dynamics, 

Slavery and war, were closely interrelated . Both entailed social, political, economic, and 

cultural interplay between Shakers and their environment. Sometimes the interactions 

were in conflict and at time an uneasy, hegemonic dance of compromise and 

appeasement characterized the interaction between Believers and their neighbors. 
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Slavery and the Shakers 

Slavery entered Kentucky along with the early settlers arriving though the 

Wilderness Road from Virginia and North Carolina. The settlers brought their Virginia 

traditions and agricultural ways and transferred the institution to the new western land. 

Compared with states of the lower south, Kentucky's slaves were a re latively smaller 

proportion of the population, no more than twenty four percent. The Lower South had 

slave populations that were near or more than half the inhabitants. The concentration of 

slaves varied in different parts of the state. The eastern mountainous areas had relatively 

few slaves (less than 6 percent), whereas the central Bluegrass Region and southwestern 

Kentucky had higher than proportions of slaves than other areas of the Commonwealth. 

The aristocratically laden Bluegrass Region had the highest concentration, with 

approximately 40 percent of the inhabitants in bondage. Mercer County, where Pleasant 

Hill was located, was in the southwestern quadrant of the Bluegrass Region, but the 

county differed somewhat from the regional characteristics. 

Though the Bluegrass Region had an abundance of large estates housing 

aristocratic landowners, Mercer County had fewer in this large farm category; instead, 

there were more mid-size farms. The large estates needed significant slave labor, where 

as the middle-sized farms of Mercer County had less of a need. This resulted in the 

county having a significantly smaller percent of slave inhabitants as compared with 

others in the region, approximately twenty four percent - compared with thirty five to 

fifty percent of the remainder of the Bluegrass Region (Lewis 2002:4-5). 

Kentucky's agricultural base in the first half of the 19111 century did not greatly 

depend on labor-intensive crops that were common in the Lower South, like cotton, rice, 
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and sugar. These crops fueled the need for a growing slave labor force in the Deep 

South. Tobacco became an important crop statewide after the Civil War. Prior to 1860, 

tobacco cultivation was concentrated only in the less-populated southwestern 3rd of the 

state. This portion of the state had more dependence on slave labor for the tobacco crop, 

and this agricultural, economic need for the labor contributed to the southwestern part of 

Kentucky being closely aligned with the Confederacy. South Union was in this region of 

Kentucky, whereas Pleasant Hill's central Bluegrass Region was not extensively involved 

in tobacco production until the last quarter of the 19th century (Uiack, Pauer, and Raitz 

1998:65-66). 

As a result of the building need, Kentucky developed a large slave trade industry; 

essentially state became a market for the sale and purchase transactions of slaves. 

Between 1830 and 1860 the concentration of the nation's slave population shifted from 

the Carolinas, Virginia, and Georgia and to a lesser extent Kentucky and Tennessee to the 

Lower South (Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana) (Frank 1999:40-41 ; Lucas 1992:84-

1 00). There was a common viewpoint, both from former slaves and visitors to the state, 

who assumed that those in bondage in Kentucky fared better than most other states of the 

South. This notion was undoubtedly influenced on popular culture fronts by the novel 

Uncle Tom's Cabin, where the character Uncle Tom is sold from his Kentucky home to a 

harsh life of servitude in the Lower South. This socially constructed view was based on 

realities of the situation. Though Kentucky slaves certainly were oppressed and endured 

horrid conditions, they were in a more advantageous situation than their counterparts in 

most states to the south ofKentucky (Kleber 1992:827; Lucas 1992:42-44). Kentucky 
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had a considerable slave population compared to other border states, but significantly less 

than most states that made up the Confederacy (Randall and Donald 1961 :598~599). 

State 1860 Free Population 1860 Slave Population Percent Slave 

Delaware 110 418 1 798 1.6 

Kentucky 930,201 225 483 24 

Maryland 599 860 87139 15 

Missouri 1,067,081 114,931 10.7 

Table 5.1 1860 Slave Populations of Border States 

The Shakers of Kentucky were the only Believers to live amid slavery; all other 

villages were in free states. The Kentucky Shakers witnessed many horrible human 

scenes of suffering and abuse that would shock Northeastern Believers. South Union is 

located in the southwest part ofKentucky, in Logan County, near the Tennessee border. 

Logan County had a larger proportion of slaves (approximately 35 percent in 1860) than 

the area around Pleasant Hill (Lucas 1992:xx). The Kentucky Shakers were witnesses 

first hand to the disgusting conditions of human bondage in their midst. Eldress Nancy 

E. Moore of South Union wrote on October 251
h, 1862 of"an awful sight to behold, 

presented to our view. There were three stout looking men (Negroes) with their hands 

tied behind them, and all three leashed together side by side, with large ropes over their 

shoulders arms and waists. A white man was riding on horseback, driving them before 

him thro' our street as he would drive a yoke of oxen" (Moore 1861~1864 [1963):74). 
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The Shakers' stance on slavery created an interesting dilemma for Kentucky's 

Believers. Shaker doctrine was adamantly against slavery, emphasizing the equality of 

all men and women, which was a radical principle for the era. On one hand, they were 

mostly socialized in the South, and thus their background was permissive of slavery. 

Though the institution was not as critical to the economy of Kentucky as in some states in 

the Deep South, slavery was more important in some areas than others. The perplexing 

slavery situation created many operational and moral dilemmas for the sect and 

individual members. Both Federal fugitive slave laws and Kentucky regulations 

complicated matters, as a variety of acts were passed to control slaves, includ ing their 

movements and sale transactions. The legal, moral, and political quandaries that slavery 

posed to the Kentucky Shakers were extensive. Perhaps the most illustrative examples of 

the multiple dilemmas fac.ed by the South Union are revealed in a letter Elder John 

Rankin wrote to the Central Ministry, asking for guidance on several slavery quandaries: 

I. Shall money or property which has been obtained by the sale of Negro s laves 
be refused or accepted by the Church of Christ? 
2. If refused how far removed from the sweat and blood of the slave must money 
or property be to render such money or property acceptable to the church. Our 
sugar and coffee come directly from the toiling slave thru his master and is 
acceptable. Should money be acceptably so? 
3. There is a sister of25 years standing in the Society and 15 years in the Church 
whose father in Tennessee being the owner of some slaves died intestate. By the 
laws of that state "Made & Provided", the court has to sell the property slaves 
included. The proceeds of this sale brings the heirs $2000.00 each. We have 
received for the heir who is with us $1600.00 & soon will have the balance.-
When question No. I is answered, we will know what to do .. . If ... slaves are 
brought to Ky. they cannot by laws here be freed (Cress 1993:84-85). 

The South Union Shakers tried to address the issue of slave owning members who 

were perplexed by the prospects of release in such a highly-regulated environment. 

Before the restrictive laws against freeing slaves were passed later in the 191
h century, it 

was possible to free slaves in Kentucky. On June 11, 1816 the South Union journals 
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record "Meeting: important - All the heads of families met today, about 60 in number 

and were spoken to on the subject o f free ing their slaves, as well as replacement from 

their children - general agreement was had, the exceptions were one family, James & 

Mary Judkins" (Cress 1993:85). 

Slavery was a part of the everyday environment of the Kentucky Shakers, and 

they had to contend with aspects of the institution daily. They developed schemes to 

accomplish the transference of a slave who had interests in the religion, and at times 

would purchase a slave so that they could become a Shaker and member of the 

community, as outlined in this 1847 journal passage: 

M[onday] July 19th. Anthony Chosen (Colored) who has been heretofore a 
servant to one of our neighbors, was this day conveyed to J. R. Bryant, by a bill 
of sale, to be emancipated, & was taken into the West Family as a member of the 
Chh [Church]. He confessed his sins in July 1806, and has kept the faith, & 
supported a good character & just union and relation to the Chh. ever since, 
though retained as a slave by his former owners till now. Their residence being 
only 3 miles distant however, they permitted him to enjoy his faith & spend his 
Sabbath & Holy days with us, & attend our meeting H[house?]. He is now 
feeble , & in the 64111 year of his age (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843- 1868:57). 

Slavery and Differences between the Kentucky Communities 

Though South Union and Pleasant Hill were in the same state, their political 

environments were vastly different. South Union' s regional proximity to north-central 

Tennessee was substantial because the southwest Kentucky area was fused socially, 

economically, and culturally with Tennessee. The secessionist movement was strong in 

western Kentucky as they were ideologically similar to their neighbors across the border 

in Tennessee. As the Civil War approached, South Union was surrounded by a majority 

of Confederate sympathizer neighbors, in contrast to Pleasant Hill, which was in a region 

that was significantly more aligned with the Union. Because South Union was in an area 
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more hostile to their abolitionist views, they had to arrange alternative living 

arrangements for their black members. At Pleasant Hill, the few black members of the 

community lived within the established communal family dwellings. In 181 1 South 

Union created a segregated communal unit with only black members, which the Shakers 

referred to as the "Black Family." The separate Black Family was formed by the 

leadership of the community to diminish further attention and suspicions from their 

overwhelmingly pro-slavery neighbors. The Pleasant Hill believers had no such 

restrictions, since a significant majority of their neighbors were not slave owners and 

many were also against the institution. 

The Black Family at South Union had a black a Elder and Eldress appointed in 

1811, the "burden bearers" were "Neptune Whyte and Betty Freehart spiritual [leaders] at 

the Black Family consisting of about thirty souls little and big" (Cress 1993 :82). The 

Black Family was broken up in 1922 and members were transferred to other communal 

units within the village. The South Union Shakers sometimes had behavioral problems 

with the younger black members, and they bad novel ways to keep them on the right path 

for they knew their neighbors' watchful eyes that were looking for reasons to encroach 

into their monastic environment. In 1816, after repeated behavioral problems with a 

young mulatto boy, Mose, they exposed him to the harshness of slavery to hopefully 

induce him to reform his mischievous ways. " . .. another Black problem Brot (sic) Back. 

Sam'l Steel went & brot (sic) back from Tom Proctors [a local slave owner] the obstinate 

yellow boy Mose who was taken out there to learn a little of slavery or to get his haughty 

spirit reduced a fraction" (Cress 1993:84). 
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The environment of Pleasant Hill was more conducive to acceptance of the 

community's progressive abolitionist stance. The evidence from Pleasant Hill 

manuscripts indicates that black members were more openly accepted and caused fewer 

problems with neighbors than at South Union. Several journal entries marking the death 

of members indicate a pattern of acceptance and integration into the community: 

Aug. 28 [1860] Patsy Williamson deceased at the East House aged 69 the 71
h of 

last January. She was brought here a slave and embraced the faith and her 
owners afterwards turned away, & Believers purchased and set her at liberty, that 
she might remain in the society, which she did & continued zealous in the cause 
till death (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1845-1894:106). 

The circumstances of Jonas Crutcher provide interesting insight into the actions 

and motives of the Pleasant Hill leadership; they purchased him to prevent him from 

being "sold south" to the extremely hard slavery conditions in the Lower South. On 

January 41
h, 1859 a Pleasant Hill leader wrote: 

Today we purchase Jonas Crutcher, a colored man who has been a Believer about 
19 years, we keeping him hired here to accommodate him for that purpose, while 
his owners retained hjm as a slave; and now to prevent them from dragging him 
away we have purchased him that he may enjoy the privilege of being one of the 
brethren on equal terms with the rest of us (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-
1868:163) . 

Unfortunately Brother Crutcher only had less than three years as a free, equal member; 

Sept. 6 [1861] Jonah Crutcher (Colored) deceased at the Second Order aged 44 
the 2"d day of last April. He was a slave and being hired by Be lievers, received 
the faith, & confessed his sins on the 15th of Oct. 1839. We continued to hire him 
that he might have the opportunity of spiritual instruction, and obey his faith until 
the 41

h of Jan. 1859, when, to prevent his being sold south, we purchased him that 
he might enjoy a privilege in the gospel on equal terms with the other members 
of the Society, which he faithfully improved until his decease (Pleasant Hill 
Shakers 1845-1894: 108). 

The Pleasant Hill Shakers probably influenced their neighbors due to their many 

friendships developed and longstanding interaction with the locals over the years. In 

contrast to the South Union, where manuscripts reveal significant animosity with 
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neighbors, the Pleasant Hill records show enduring friendships with many prominent and 

commoner families in the area (Lewis 2002: 12-13). The Shakers' abolitionist stance 

may have influenced their prominent neighbor, William Thompson, to release his slaves 

as part of the Kentucky Colonization Society movement to emancipate them and provide 

passage to Africa for a new life. Leaving no secrets of their sentiments, on May I oth, 

1857 the East Family leadership wrote: 

A company of negroes, thirty five in number, which Wm. Thompson, one of our 
near and best neighbors had emancipated for the purpose of sending them to 
Liberia, passed thro this place en (sic) route for that happy land of freedom, 
which they could not find in this renowned State of Kentucky which boasts so 
highly of liberty and human rights!! (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-1868: 145). 

As this passage shows, the Kentucky Shakers were exposed regularly to slavery in 

their cultural environment. Sometimes they had to deal with complex situations re lated 

to slavery and cultural perceptions of race. For example, on March 18, 1845 a Shaker at 

Pleasant Hill wrote a surprising journal entry "this morning a young child was found by 

the Centre House door, it was placed there by some scamps; the child being mixt (sic) we 

did not keep it" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1843-1868). On first reading, one may perceive 

the Shakers' action of not keeping the mulatto child (probably turning it over to local 

authorities instead) as racist and discriminatory. Their actions were unlikely 

discriminatory, as they had to balance the moral situation with the law. Since the child 

was mulatto, it was deemed by the state to be covered by slave legal codes, thus it would 

have been illegal for the Shakers to take and care for the child because it was the property 

of another. Instead, Believers had to report the mulatto child to the authorities as a negro, 

as state law directly addressed racial classification. By the mid-century, Kentucky law 

specifically stated that any person with more than a quarter, but not completely of"negro 

186 



blood" shall be deemed mulatto. Kentucky's legal statues then specifically classified the 

mulatto the same as other blacks, "and the word negro, when used in any statute, shall be 

used to mean mulatto as well as negro" (Oakes 1998: 157). The legal environment of the 

Kentucky Shakers prior to emancipation allowed few humanitarian options for slaves or 

mulattos they did not either hire or own. 

After the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, slavery was effectively ended in 

Kentucky constitutionally in December 1865, though by then most slaves had left 

bondage due to the immediate effects of the war (Bigham 2006:64-65). Though no 

longer in slavery, conditions for newly freed blacks were terrible. Emancipated slaves 

faced constant prejudice and discrimination. Elder Henry Blinn noted in 1873 the distrust 

and prejudicial attitudes Kentuckians had toward blacks. While traveling from New 

Hampshire Elder Blinn was on a train in central Kentucky and: 

at one of the villages where we had occasion to stop for some little time, the 
conductor entered the car & locked the door after him. It was a new feature, & 
we hardly knew the reason. We said to him why lock the door, do you mean to 
keep us in the car! No! said he, I lock it to keep those niggers out !! Whites & 
blacks cannot as yet ride peacefully in the same rail road car (Blinn 1965 
[1873]: 1 09). 

Elder Blinn also noted the prominence of blacks working in a distillery near Pleasant 

Hill, where he "found several negroes (sic) engaged in grinding corn & also in the 

various duties of the place. Among the ten persons present two were white." The 

distilling supervisor told Blinn "the negroes (sic) ... were not to be trusted in the least. 

They were lazy and would not work unless drove to it" (Blinn 1965 [1873]:127). 

Another fascinating observation by Elder Blinn of Canterbury, NH was his 

exposure to minstrel troops while at Pleasant Hill. Evidently it was a regular occurrence 

in the 1870s for the Shakers to be serenaded by local bands of black musicians in the 
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evening, sometimes accompanied by white performers too. This must have been a 

baffling sight for Blinn. Music and dance had been a significant part of the everyday 

lives of Kentucky slaves, singing through work, and accompanied with dancing during 

highly regarded leisure social gatherings (Lucas 1992:33-37). Though minstrel shows 

were reaching their peak in popular culture in theatres across the country during this 

period, most were performances by white entertainers in blackface (Epstein 198 1; 

Lhamon 1998; Mahar 1999; Toll 1974). Blinn's (1965 [1873]: 128) encounter with the 

"negro minstrels in rea11ife: a variety of the order that never reaches the northern states" 

is perhaps one of the most intriguing components of his travel journal. 

The Northern Elder describes in detail the dancing and singing, but he also turns 

the topic inward on the Believers - alluding to the 1840s period of Mother Ann's Work 

(an internal spiritual revival that lasted about a decade). During the period of Mother's 

Work, Shakers often channeled spirits of the departed into their religious services; 

sometimes they would be famous persons like George Washington, Queen Elizabeth I, or 

Napoleon Bonaparte. Additionally, they often had spirit visitations by characters from 

various exotic locales (Turkey, China, Peru, and Africa among others). Blinn (1965 

[ 1873]: 128) recalled the African spirits that visited Canterbury, NH Shaker village in his 

youth- and characterized the music and dance of the Kentucky minstrels in the same 

manner. The New York Shakers published a booklet describing the distinguished (and 

not-so-distinguished) spirits who visited them during Mother's Work, and the passage for 

the African sprits provides insight into Blinn's recollections. "Numerous classes and 

grades of the African race have, at various times, visited at Watervliet [New York). They 

exhibited all the qualities appertaining to the natural character of the negro; dancing and 
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singing with wild delight, and imitating every movement they observed among the 

whites. There were several who had been slaves in the Southern States of North 

America. They described their sufferings in such a manner that tears were actually drawn 

from their hearers" (Watervliet NY Shakers[?] 1843:44-45). 

On Monday, June 2"d, 1873 Elder Blinn described the minstrel group at Pleasant 

Hill in detail, elaborating that "another order of fiddlers & dancers were before the 

office" as this was the ''second set" who were and "improvement" over ones from "the 

previous night." This second group consisted of"three musicians two white & one 

black" along with four dancers, presumably all black. "The youngest lad of l 0 yrs." was 

wearing a "vest ... hitched on his back by one shoulder" and his pants were ragged and 

"hung in fringes around his ankle." His "other pants leg was rolled up within a few 

inches of his knee", which Elder Blinn "approved of'' because it "removed most of the 

rags from sight" of that pants leg. "His head was innocent of any covering, save the I ittle 

growth of wool which curled itself right to the skull." He was "without any shoes to his 

feet" and "he danced on the Rag stones ... His whole frame was in active motion from 

head to toe keeping exact time with the instruments" (Blinn 1965 [1873]: 127-128). 

In contrast to the barefoot boy, "the older negroes (sic) had on thick boots, the 

legs of which were outside their pants. Two of them were fully dressed, while John 

Boman, one of the best dancers in the place" was only wearing a "shirt, pants & boots." 

Blinn said "Thomas McRay informed us that this last man would be considered a 

superior dancer in the south." They danced one "called the uniform" because "both 

persons had the same step." Then they danced "a reel, another jig & the last" one was 

called a "breakdown. These were the negro minstrels in real life: a variety of the order 
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that never reaches the northern states." When the dancing was finished at the Trustees' 

Office, the Shakers treated them to "cake & wine, which is the usual accompaniment" 

(Blinn 1965 [1873]:128). 

After leaving the office, the minstrel group went to the Centre Family dwelling 

and repeated the performance, then again at the West Family, and the East. They were 

given wine and food again. ln an extremely unusual notation, Blinn said that the Minstrel 

group closed by performing at the gathering family [presumably the North Lot] and 

finished at 2:30A.M.! It is surprising to read that the community was participating in 

such leisure activities into the wee hours of the morning, especially while a visitor from 

the Northeast was present. 

Elder Blinn connected the dances of these local minstrels to the spiritual 

channeling of Africans and slaves during the Era of Mother's Work at the Canterbury, 

NH Shaker community. He wrote "the movements of the dance was similar to one of the 

visionary dances which has been learned by the children of this place. (Canterbury) ... 

exactly as the negro spirits did in our meeting room in 1843" (Blinn 1965 [ 1873]: 128). 

After a good night's sleep, the following day brought an interesting exchange 

between the Northern Elder and the Kentucky Brethren in an insightful discussion of the 

regional cultural context of the minstrels' theatrical display. Blinn wrote, "some of the 

Brethren were anxious to learn what the northern Shakers would think of such an 

exhibition. Would it be approved?" Blinn said he could "hardly tell as we never see any 

such thing in the north." He felt an overriding aversion to the display because it would 

"prevent the maintenance of good order in the family." The Elder indicated that the 

black minstrel follies would create disruption in the union of a Northern Shaker village, 
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but in the "south it has been a common feature for years & they make but little account of 

it." If the Southern Elders found it "objectionable" to Church order "they would no doubt 

forbid the practice" (Blinn 1965 [1873]:129). 

Blinn's thoughts on the incident are revealing because his reaction essentially 

endorses the idea that the leadership of the various, diverse villages should make 

decisions based on the local social context. Though Henry Blinn was a member of the 

sect's conservative leadership faction, he seemed to affirm a balance between central 

authority and local flexibility to adapt to varying social environments. Before leaving the 

topic in his journal, Elder Blinn recorded an interesting commentary. "Although the 

southern friends detest the idea of associating with the negroes, still they seem to 

manifest great pleasure in listening to their music & witnessing their grotesque dancing" 

(Blinn 1965 [1873]:129). 

Six years after slaves were freed, the Pleasant Hill community was given an 

anonymous, harsh warning on September 28, 1869 "A Warning! Couched in vulgar 

language was found at our P.[ost] O.[office] door to dismiss our hired negros or they 

would be driven or burnt out. This was unheeded" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1845-

1894: 123). Three months later it was repeated on Christmas Eve 1869 "Threat: -another 

incident threat of burning was found at our P.O. this morning" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 

1845-1894: 123). The threats continued with an extortion warning against the community 

printed in a local newspaper by the Ku Klux Klan, or a related group. The Church 

Record ofFebruary i ll, 1873 stated: 

A base & Cowardly Threat: -- An editorial appeared today in the "Kentucky 
People" published at Harrodsburg, Ky. Reporting a base[less] (?) & cowardly 
threat (an attempt to Blackmail this Society) from the author over the signature of 
the Commander of the Ku Klux Company, commanding us to mail to the address 
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ofE.J. Rees (?)Oxford Ohio $200.00 without naming it to a soul on Earth, or 
they would Kill every Elder we had & burn the Village & damage us as long as 
they could find fire to burn. Jas D (?)Clarke the Editor of the Paper animadverts 
(?)very severely upon such dastardly & unprincipled conduct & cautions the vile 
perpetrators lest their Threats might be visited upon their own cowardly heads 
(Pleasant Hill Shakers 1845-1894:130-13 I). 

Slavery and the aftermath of the institution was a significant component of the 

social environment of the Kentucky Shakers, which placed them in a unique setting for 

the sect. The intertwined political, economic, and social environments that were bound 

within the institution of slavery created a growing national divide that lead to the Civil 

War. 

Shaker Experiences in the Civil War 

South Union's Elder Harvey Eades prophesied in 1860 that the increasing 

divisions between the Northern and Southern regions of the country would lead to war. 

Three decades after the war, Eades' foretelling words were reprinted in the Shaker 

periodical The Manifesto: 

... I think that if the Cotton or Gulf states do not fire the 
first gun, a civil war may be averted, but if they do bum 
powder against the government, then twenty millions at the 
North will be arranged against ten millions from the South, 
and such havoc and slaughter as there will be, can scares 
find a parallel in the annals of the world! One shudders at 
the thought!! The result of a war will be, it sees to me, the 
freedom of every slave that may be left alive in the United 
States (The Manifesto 1894:78). 

The decline of the Kentucky Shakers has been commonly attributed to the war, 

but such explanations are overly simplistic. The Civil War was reflective of larger social 

changes that were significant factors in the decline of Kentucky Shakerism, but the sect 

declined rapidly in villages not majorly affected by the conflict. Shakerism continued in 

Kentucky until 1922, enduring longer than in all but five of the 18 permanent 
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communities. The Civil War actually presented a unique unrealized opportunity for the 

Kentucky communities to replenish their earlier losses by taking advantage of the influx 

of economic and war refugees temporarily housed at South Union and Pleasant Hill in the 

1860s (Bainbridge 1982; Rhorer 1996). 

Though the war was not a direct cause of the demise of Kentucky Shakerism, the 

four-year conflict filled the lives of the Southern Believers with fear and uncertainty. 

They were forced to serve both Union and Confederate forces, feeding thousands of 

meals to hungry troops. At the opening of the war, Kentucky's government declared 

neutrality, but that stance only lasted five months as election results tipped the state 

overwhelmingly toward the Union. The only significant pro-Confederate section of the 

state was the far southwestern quarter, which is where South Union was located. The 

official capitol remained at Frankfort, but the minority secessionist movement established 

a provisional state government at Bowling Green, only fifteen miles from South Union. 

The strength of the Confederate sentiment in the vicinity made the Believers there highly 

suspect to their neighbors. Kentucky had significant troop movements on both sides, and 

both Shaker villages, being located on major highways, had constant contact with 

soldiers. South Union was also located on a significant railroad line between Louisville 

and Memphis, which was heavily utilized by both armies (Clark 1972; Kleber 1992: 192-

194; Neal 1947:198-216; Neall977:64-70). 

Approximately two months before the war began, the Pleasant Hill Ministry wrote 

a letter to the Ministry of Harvard, Massachusetts that summarized the political climate 

and fears of the brewing war. The Pleasant Hill Shakers expressed confidence in the 

Union majority in the state keeping political power: 
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In regard to the political strife now going on in this nation, the accounts in the 
papers from different sections and parties, are very contradictory with us, as with 
you. But Kentucky, as a state, is considered, and called, very strong for the 
Union, that is, taking what is called "The Crittenden Resolutions" as a basis or 
foundation for a Union. It is also understood that there is a weak minority in the 
state who are avowed secessionists, who would, at any moment, if they had the 
(process?], rush Ky. Into what is called "The Southern Confederacy" regardless 
of all consequences; and [?]ing the whole matter with the best light in our 
possession(?), we think that there is but little hope for the Union, and should not 
be surprised if Kentucky, with all the other slave holding states, should finally 
secede. And whether the hand of the Lord is in the strife "for weal(?) as for 
woe," we do not undertake to say; or what the effects on believers in this state 
may be, we cannot divine. But putting our trust in God as in his Order, as 
manifested to us, and thru (sic) feeling our dependence, we labor to be resigned 
to His will (Pleasant Hill Ministry 1861 ). 

The worst war experience of Pleasant Hill occurred in early October of 1862 as 

the bloodiest battle of the war, the Battle of Perryville, raged only 18 miles southwest of 

the village. The battle occurred on October 81
h, and for a week the usually quiet village 

was subjected to thousands soldiers from the recent battle. The East Family journal 

contains pages of detailed accounts from this period. Two days before the battle 

"Confederate troops with an adequate supply train, encamped ... at the North Family ... 

and continued a moving mass the whole day." The first troops were "tolerably well 

furnished" but the main groups were "greasy and dirty, and some barefoot, and looked 

more like the bipeds of pandemonium (sic), than being of this earth or the angels of 

deliverance from Lincoln bondage." The "Large crowds" of Confederate soldiers 

"surrounded our wells like the locusts of Egypt, and struggled with each other for the 

water as if perishing with thirst" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1856-1871 :95-96). These 

soldiers were ragged, and starving, and this was before the battle! Their desperation for 

food was painstakingly recorded by the East Family Elder: 

they thronged our kitchen doors and windows, begging for bread like hungry 
wolves. We nearly emptied our kitchens of their contents, and they tore the 
loaves [ofbread) and pies into fragments, and devoured them as eagerly as if 
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they were starving. Some even threatened to shoot others if they did not divide 
with them. And then, our stores were exhausted, we were obliged to drive them 
from our doors while they were begging for food. Heart rending scene! We dare 
not ring our bells, big nor little, at our meals for fear of a rush from this 
famishing magnitude. The brethren and Sisters were almost worn out with 
fatigue in their watching and attentions to these pitiful objects. Notwithstanding 
such a motley crew, they abstained from any violence or depredations upon us or 
our possessions thus far, and appeared exceedingly grateful for the kindness 
bestowed upon them ... we fed hundreds if not thousands (Pleasant Hill Shakers 
1856-1871 :96). 

The following day "troops of all kinds, with their supply trains" passed through 

the village and the Shakers provided them with "water and food" and the "S isters were up 

cooking till after midnight." Three days later the writer noted ''we are feeding hundreds 

daily, and have fed thousands this week. They plead hunger, thirst, sickness, fatigue and 

privations, till charity and sympathy are irresistibly awakened in their behalf, and we 

supply them with such as we can afford." At the close of October 1 01
h, "distant sounds of 

cannon" could be heard "belching forth death and destruction." October lllh, 1862 "0 

God! Protect thine heritage from the ravages of a cruel war! ... a temporary table in the 

Office yard, was kept almost constantly filled during the day ... we have fed more than a 

thousand persons to-day. And yet they beg for food and clothing, and almost every thing 

used for the comforts of life. They offer to purchase every thing they call for, but we 

have but little for them except provisions, and we have uniformly declined any 

compensation for these, and they are lavish with their thanks for our hospitality" 

(Pleasant Hill Shakers 1856-1871 :97-99). 

The Pleasant Hill leader complimented Confederate General John Hunt Morgan, 

who was famous for his guerrilla tactics. Morgan had been through the village with his 

strike force intermittently for two days. While among the Shakers, neither Morgan nor 

the troops under his command committed "depredations . . . upon our persons or 
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property, strict orders being given by the officer to abstain from all aggressions, which 

were rigidly enforced, and we were treated with all due respect and politeness. General 

Morgan himself setting example." Though the hoards of Confederates treated them with 

"respect and politeness," the Shakers made no secret their loyalty was with the Union. 

On October 14th the situation was finally calm at Pleasant Hill as the Southern armies 

were being driven from the state. The diarist wrote ''A quiet day. The union people of 

the country begin to sally forth from their secluded retreats, and congratulate each other 

upon their happy deliverance from the dominions of Secessia. . . . This is terminating the 

second general but fruitless Rebel raid into Kentucky" (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1856-

1871:100-102). 

Though Pleasant Hill continued to have significant bands of troops moving 

through their village, horses and wagons were regularly " pressed" into service, and 

Believers were robbed or threatened by common thieves who took advantage of wartime 

anxiety and confusion, nothing compared to the first two weeks ofOctober 1862. 

Though the situation was very bad at the central Kentucky village, conditions were much 

worse over a longer period at South Union. Before the war, the South Union Shakers 

were afraid that Kentucky would secede from the Union, and their slave owning 

neighbors would "exterminate the Shakers and drive them away to the North and then 

seize and divide their property" (Neal 1977:63). 

South Union provided even more food during the war years than their sister 

village. In December 1961 their journals note "Dec. 9 . Captain Taylor came early in the 

morning and called for breakfast ... for 250 cavalry." Ten days later Rebel troops 

"called for supper for 400 soldiers. We were to have it ready by 8. We told them we 
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were unable to cook for so many in so short a time. As it happened they got here not at 8 

but at midnight and there were not 400 but 500" (Neal 1977:64-65). South Union stores 

were so depleted by the feedings they began to charge for the meals, though often they 

received nothing. Besides meals, both armies would take the Believers wagons and 

horses. South Union's elders wrote "generals Johnston and Buckner sent their agents to 

take our horses and wagons by force .. . but they delicately term it pressing" (Neal 

1977:69). Two years into the war, Pleasant Hill wrote to the Central Ministry explaining 

how the conflict had drained the community of resources: "Financially we are very low. 

We do not support ourselves nor keep up repairs at present" (Neal 1977:72). 

The Kentucky Shakers were overwhelming supporters of the Union, as they 

regularly complained of the evils of the Confederates in their letters and journals. Upon 

learning of the death of President Abraham Lincoln, the Pleasant Hill elder wrote an 

insightful account, which reveals not only the details of the historical event, but also the 

mindset of the Kentucky Shakers ' about the political atmosphere of the country on April 

14, 1865: 

A little after 9 Oclock P.M. President Abraham Lincoln was shot by an assassin 
in a theatre at the City of Washington also Secretary Seward, who was confined 
to his bed by an injury sustained by leaping from a carriage which the horses 
were running away, had his throat cut by another assassin about the same time. 
Both were wounded, the President mortally wounded by which he terminated his 
earthly existence at 7 oclock and 20 minutes the following morning. Hopes are 
entertained of the Secretary's recovery. Just at this juncture, when a four years 
bloody conflict which was inaugurated by the most deeply plotted, extensive & 
wicked rebellion that has ever been known of witnessed since the world began, 
was approaching a favorable termination, by the crushing out of the rebellion and 
the restoration of the union and of peace to the country, the ev il Genius ofthe 
dark and fiend ish rebellion has given to the wide world an exhibition of the 
venom that rankled in the hearts of the instigators, by a fatal blow at the head and 
cowardly stab at the heart of a nation, in the diabolical assassination of its chief 
Magistrate & his premier. Such are the better and bloody fruits of secessionism! 
Savage barbarity! The reverse of Christianity civilization, please and order. 
Thus while the Nation was encased (?) with joy, the people flocking together 

197 



with shouts of victory and rejoicing echoing from hill to hill, salutes of exultation 
and triumph from the big guns resounding through the land from ocean to ocean, 
in honor of the subjugation of the great rebellion, and triumph of the best of the 
government that ever God designed to mortals, and the perpetuation of the 
republican and democratic principles of liberty and freedom forever: --so and 
behold! A nations gladness is turned to mourning their joy to sadness! And 
sorrow and gloom hang like a fall (?) over the land! And peace, for the moment, 
has again fled from the earth, and witnessing this sad and awful catastrophe 
(Pleasant Hi.ll Shakers 1856-1871: 154-155). 

With the sad news of Lincoln's passing, and the closing of the war, the Shakers 

faced a disastrous economic situation as their primary marketplace, the South, was 

shattered. Elder Dunlavy's awareness of regional and global economic contexts were 

revealed in a 1868 letter to Mount Lebanon 's Ministry stating: 

The condition of the South ... is ... vastly worse . ... the suicidal war has about 
destroyed our markets ... King Cotton was thereby dethroned, & other parts of 
the globe were stimulated to produce the staple . . . [and) now compete 
successfully with the South, it is extremely doubtful whether she can recover 
from the blow (Rhorer 1996:4 6). 

The war drained and demoralized Kentucky Believers, while also destroying their 

markets and economic viability. Though the war created difficult conditions, it also 

created a favorable environment to attain new permanent members if Shakerism offered a 

belief system that fit the contemporary needs of the era. Social depravation, usually 

resulting from a chaotic loss of meaning systems and social support structures - common 

in war conditions- creates an environment conducive to unify dissatisfied people in the 

commonality of a religious movement (Glock 1973). What the Shakers had to offer did 

not fit the evolv ing American value systems of the period, and thus did not fulfill the 

desires of the world 's people. The Shaker system could not compete against capitalism 

and the increasing prominence of the market economy, which emphasized individualism, 

consumerism, and mass production. The Shakers' communalistic approach was contrary 
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to capitalism, in that it stressed a philosophy of commonwealth, contradicting the trend of 

increasingly self-centered, individualistic values. 
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CONCLUSION 

The Kentucky Shakers were different from other Believers because they were 

cultural products of their geographic environmental setting. Their social environment, 

and historical lineage, was somewhat different from the Shakers of Ohio, and vastly 

unlike the socio-cultural environment of the Northeastern Believers. The cultural 

differentiation of the Kentucky Shakers can be traced to migration patterns that marked 

the settlement of the region. As people of European descent moved across the 

Appalachian divide, they brought with them their cultural practices from the east, which 

were connected to earlier European regional influences. Kentuckians were the primary 

pool of converts that the communities of Pleasant Hill and South Union drew members 

from. Cultural manifestations of Kentuckians have been examined tracing the genealogy 

through: folkways, foodways, and material culture. Unique socio-political conditions of 

the Kentucky environment, specifically slavery and the Civil War, were also examined, 

as no other Shaker villages were impacted by these phenomena as much as the Southern 

communities. 

The population pool for Shaker converts in Kentucky mostly consisted of those 

who migrated from the Upper South seaboard states of Virginia, North Carolina, and 

Maryland. The state's early settlers, especially those who came during the first 35 years 

of statehood (1792-1827) became the core membership foundation for both Kentucky 

Shaker villages. As the early settlers migrated into the state, they brought their cultural 

views and practices with them. The political environment of the state was also shaped by 
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cultural influences. Somewhat related to the political environment, organizational factors 

within Shakerism were influenced by the local socio-culture environment and also spatial 

influences of distance and terrain, especially as the affected transportation and 

communication. Transportation and communication were critical factors related to the 

Shakers' organizational structure. 

In addition to these external influences, the Shaker movement's organizational 

dynamics were also altered from within in the form of interpersonal conflicts and the 

resulting political fallout. This study examined in detail the internal political strife 

between South Union's Elder Benjamin Seth Youngs and Mother Lucy Smith of Pleasant 

Hill. This conflict helps debunk the commonly presumed myth that the Shakers were 

personifications of holy saint-like behavior on Earth. instead, this example confirms they 

were humans, with competing allegiances and at times self-serving. The conflict between 

the two administrators also had a geographic component, as both were expatriate leaders, 

they brought their quarrel from Shakerism's headquarters to the new communities in 

Kentucky. The fallout from their strife caught many native Kentuckian Believers up in a 

whirlwind of the political and personal tensions, leaving them disillusioned. This 

disenchantment caused a significant rise in apostasy and negative feelings among many 

remaining Kentucky Shakers toward the Northeastern leadership. A similar incident 

occurred at Union Village, Ohio - pitting perhaps the most influential early western 

Shaker leader, Richard MacNemar, against another Northeastern expatriate leader, Elder 

Freegift Wells. The leadership spats involving Northeastern expatriates, often motivated 

by self-interests over the good of the Shaker movement, combined to disengage western 

converts. 
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Though leadership concerns caused significant unrest within the rank-and-fi le 

membership of the Kentucky villages, all Shakers were enveloped in the everyday 

cultural rituals of food ways. These regional foodways were influenced by customs and 

practices of slavery through African diaspora. The Kentucky Shakers were products of 

their environment, and thus they enjoyed the same foods as their Upper South neighbors, 

of which corn and pork were prized staples. Even when the Northeastern leadership 

banned pork, it is quite likely the Kentucky Shakers clandestinely allowed swine to be 

eaten while local leaders looked the other way. Though the Northeastern Shakers scoffed 

at the typical Kentucky Believer's diet, the Southern Shakers mostly kept to their 

vernacular eating traditions. Foodways of the Shakers and the South influenced 

agricultural industries of the two Kentucky communities, contributing to the growth of a 

large preserve industry in the latter half of the 191
h century. 

Food was an important component of everyday lives of the Kentucky Shakers, 

and foodways were connected to the material culture of bel ievers. Their meals were 

served on dishes, as they sat on chairs and ate from dining tables. Though considered 

plain in the ir time, Shaker furniture (and artifacts in general) has become highly desired 

in contemporary popular culture. I am compelled to address the recent popular culture 

obsession with Shakers, which is concentrated on their artifacts. In contrast to the 

Kentucky Shakers' zenith ofthe 19th century, we now live in a world dominated by 

consumerism. We make most choices in life based on our identity as a purchaser, driven 

by consumerism, which is the engine of capitalism. Key aspects of perhaps the most 

culturally emphasized passages of life: weddings, births, healthcare, childrearing, 

education, even death, are all now controlled by consumerism and the marketplace. The 
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material culture legacy of the Shakers has been harnessed by this consumer arm of 

capitalism. Over the past 20 years, several periodicals, sprinkled with historical studies 

but emphasizing material culture, have appeared: The World of Shaker, The Shaker 

Messenger, and Shaker Spirit. The annual Willis Henry Shaker auction, held in rotating 

sites within New England, is frequented by the rich and famous paying thousands of 

dollars for artifacts of the sect. Celebrity collectors such as Oprah Winfrey and Bill 

Cosby ironically connect the sect that embraced Christian poverty with the perverse 

world of celebrity chic. In the world of contemporary fashionable Shaker chic, like in the 

19th century social environment, the material objects of Kentucky Shakers are 

marginalized. Though Kentucky (and Ohio) artifacts are sometimes more prized (and 

thus higher-valued) than many of their worldly counterpart items, they rarely bring even 

half the cost oftheir Northeastern equivalents. Even in the contemporary capitalist 

marketplace, Northeastern Shaker material objects continue to be privileged by a present

day public that feels it is possible to purchase ideology at auction .. 

In addition to the highly-collected furniture of the sect, a lesser concentration of 

attention is placed on other material aspects of Shaker ism, including architecture and 

textiles. The Shakers had significant regional architectural differences based on region. 

Though the Kentucky and Ohio Believers had quite similar architectural traditions, they 

varied considerably from their New England counterparts. There were similar patterns of 

variations in textiles, particularly in objects of clothing and fabric production. In the 

latter half of the 19th century the Shakers purchased more cloth from the world, as they 

could not complete with the mass produced goods. The unique textile industry associated 

with the Kentucky Shaker communities was silk production. Both South Union and 
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Pleasant Hill invested significant financial and human capital in the silk culturing 

endeavor, and became known for their somewhat fancy silk products within the Shaker 

organization and among those in the world. Again, an irony of the Kentucky Shakers' 

notoriety for their silk production was in the product's contradiction with the ideological 

values of the sect against superfluity. 

The national divide over Slavery, which led to the Civil War, created a unique 

environment for the Kentucky Shakers, compared to of any ofthe sect's other 

communities. Being located in a paradoxical state (positioned in the Union yet 

permitting slavery) created a difficult environment for the Southern Shakers. As the 

religion's doctrine clearly was against the peculiar institution, the Kentucky native 

members grew up with slavery and were probably numb to it. These contradictions 

between the cultural background of Kentucky Shakers and the sect's abolitionist stance 

likely created ideological conflicts and a broad range of cognitive dissonance among the 

Southern membership. The traditional political environment of the state, and its 

propensity toward the status quo of inequality, established a favorable atmosphere for the 

institution of slavery. The social situations surrounding slavery are one of the best 

examples of cultural heterogeneity of Shakerism. 

Slavery was a significant factor contribut ing to divisive conditions leading to the 

Civil War, which caused the Kentucky Believers considerable harm. Though the Shaker 

villages of southwestern Ohio experienced a few Confederate guerrilla skirmishes and 

rumors, the Kentucky communities were often under states of siege during the war and 

were cut off from communication from all ofShakerdom. Their resources (food, horses, 

and human efforts) were depleted and the villages of Pleasant Hill and South Union were 
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derailed from progress by the conflict. The inhospitable setting created by the war was 

comparably worse at South Union compared to Pleasant Hill due to the prior village's 

environment having a high concentration of Confederate sympathizers. Though the 

uncertain conditions of the war caused both Kentucky Shaker villages' memberships to 

grow, the gains were temporary as people came for social and economic refuge from the 

difficult times, and not for spiritual or ideological reasons. 

In the past 10-15 years, scho Iars have begin to debate if Believers of Kentucky 

and Ohio were involved in the Underground Railroad, either supporting the movement, or 

perhaps providing secret havens for slaves in route to freedom in Canada (Bauer and 

Portman 2004; Boice, Covington, and Spence 1997). Portions of my research 

preliminarily support the view that the Kentucky and Ohio Shakers were involved, at 

least indirectly, in the Underground Railroad movement. The Ohio Believers seemed to 

be more directly drawn into the support of slaves on the freedom path, but the Kentucky 

Shakers perhaps played supporting roles. More extensive research and collaboration is 

needed to examine the issue, and it is a fruitful avenue for future expansion of th is 

research. 

After the war the Shaker movement began to factionalize behind two 

philosophies, one conservative and the other progressive. Neither camp was formally 

organized, but most leaders of the Kentucky and Ohio communities were in the 

conservative faction along with several Northeastern leaders. Members of this loosely

aligned conservative group included leaders such as: Harvey Eades (South Union, KY), 

Henry Blinn (Canterbury, NH), and Alonzo Hollister (New Lebanon, NY). The 

progressive faction included noted Shaker leaders such as: Frederick Evans, Anna White 
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and Catherine Allen (all of Mount Lebanon, NY). The progressives took up new causes, 

such as the separation of church and state, women's suffrage, and world peace initiatives. 

In contrast, the conservative faction was hoping for revival conditions to return, as the 

Shaker movement had gained significant members and momentum from the past 

religious awakenings. This ideological rift within the sect likely further diluted the 

group's strength, prohibiting a unified effort to resolve their looming demographic crisis. 

The cause of their decline was universal, both east and west- what the Shakers had to 

offer the world no longer desired. Though the progressives did desire to use their 

influence to change external worldly institutions, they were united with their conservative 

peers in that they had little desire to change the basic tenants of their own religion. 

Though this work focuses on the regional variation of the Kentucky Shakers, it 

opens the door to refutation of the popular myth that the group consisted of a 

homogeneous membership of saintly adherents. ln reality the Shakers were very diverse 

and very human, as opposed to saint-like and homogeneous as they are often perceived in 

the public's mindset. The Shakers provide a unique microcosm of information on the 

development of the nation that is underused by social scientists and historians. As they 

kept meticulous records about most aspects of everyday life, many of which are 

preserved in historical library collections, they provide a unique resource to understand 

the historical and cultural conditions of the nation. 

The Kentucky Shakers, like other regional groupings, were highly influenced by 

their geographical environmental heritage. There is a strong relationship between place 

and culture, which is expounded by this study. The uniqueness ofthe Kentucky Shakers 

is no longer hidden, as the ir story has now been told. 

206 



APPENDIX. NOTES ON SOURCES FOR FIGURES 

Desig-
Figure T itle nation Source 

Methodist Camp Meeting March 
I, 1819. Engraving. Prints and 

Nineteenth Century Camp Photographs Division, Library of 
1.1 Meeting Depiction N/A Congress. 

Four Major Folk Culture 
2.1 Source Areas N/A (Giassie 1969:37) 

Cultural Diffusion and Cultural 
2.2 Hearths circa 1810 N/A (Mitchell 1978:75) 
2.3 Movement of Ideas N/A (Giassie 1969:38) 

Dominant Political Culture by 
2.4 State NIA (Eiazar 1972: 1 08) 
2.5 Shaker Leadership Structure N/A By the author 
2.6 Shaker Organization circa 1826 NIA By the author 
2.7 South Union Tavern and Depot N/A Canterbury Shaker Village 

Bishop Harvey L. Eades -
2.8 South Union, KY N/A (Hooper 2006:1 00) 

Pleasant Hill Grist Mill Ruins 
3.1 with Shakers circa 1895 NIA Shakertown at Pleasant Hill 

West Family Sisters' Preserve 
3.2 Shop - Pleasant Hill N/A By the author 

Ice Melon Preserves Bottle and 
3.3 Label N/A (Thomas and Thomas 1973: I 05) 

1870s New York Shaker Frank Leslie 's Illustrated 
3.4 Dining Room Scene N/A Newspaper, September 1873. 

Diagrams for Placing Dishes on (Pleasant Hill Shakers 1885 
3.5 the Table at Pleasant Hill N/A [?]:N.p.) 

Shaker Dining Room -
3.6 Canterbury, NH N/A (Nordhoff 1966 [1875]:167). 

Pleasant Hill Ministry D ining 
3.8 Room N/A By the author 
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A (Muller and Rieman 1992:55) 
(Willis Henry Auctions 

4.1 Shaker Chairs - Part 1 B 1994:N.p.l 
c (Kassay 1980:83) 
D (Muller and Rieman 1992: 127) 
E (Muller and Rieman 1992: 112) 

4.2 Shaker Chairs - Part 2 F (Muller and Rieman 1992:145) 
G (Muller and Rieman 1992: 1 08) 
H (Muller and Rieman 1992: I 05) 
I (Rieman and Burks 1993:331) 

4.4 Shaker Tables J (Rieman and Burks 1993:31 0) 
K (Meader 1972:51) 

(Willis Henry Auctions 
L 1992:N.p.) 

4.5 Shaker Cand1estands M (Meader 1972:47) 
N (Rieman and Burks 1993 :348) 
0 (Kassay 1980: 199) 
p (Sprigg 1986:46) 

4.6 Shaker Stands (Willis Henry Auctions 
Q 1994:N.p.) 
R (Rieman and Burks 1993 :327) 

4.7 Case Pieces- Part I s (Kassay 1980: 126) 
T (Kassay 1980: 125) 
u (Rieman and Burks 1993:34 1) 
v (Meader 1972:81) 

4.8 Case Pieces - Part 2 w (Kassay 1980:51) 
X (Meader 1972:83) 
y (Meader 1972:77) 
z (Rieman and Burks 1993:342) 

4.9 Sewing Desks 
(Willis Henry Auctions 

AA 1992:N.p.) 
BB (Kassay 1980: 160) 
cc (Schiffer 1979: 152) 

4.10 Shaker Dwellings DO By the author 
EE (Schiffer 1979:24) 
FF By the author 

4.11 
Fanlight Doorway Windows of GG Bythe author 
Shakers and their Neighbors HH By the author 

II (Bauer and Portman 2004:260) 
Remodeled Trustees' Office-

4.12 Union Village, OH NIA (Kirk 1997:212) 
4.13 South Union Shakers' Attire N/A (Hooper 2006: 1 02) 
4.14 Pleasant Hill Shakers' Attire N/A (Thomas and Thomas 1973:68) 
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Shaker Dress at New Lebanon 
4.15 1856 N/A (Kirk 1997:142) 

Pleasant Hill Horse-Themed 
4.16 Dollar-Mat Rug N/A By the author 
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