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We can leave it to the literary small fry to solemnly quibble over these phantasies, which today only make us smile….

—FRIEDRICH ENGELS ON THE UTOPIANS OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
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The sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became as blood….

—REVELATION 6:12



At noon, darkness spread across the sky. It was the nineteenth of May 1780, a Friday. On the rolling pastureland of western New England, sheep and cows lay down one by one in the damp grass. As the darkness became total, finches and warblers quieted and returned to their roosts. Above the white pines and budding oaks, bats stirred. Mistaking day for night, they took wing.

—

The fratricidal war for American independence was grinding into its fifth year. A week earlier, the Continental army had surrendered the smoldering port of Charleston to the British navy after more than a month of heavy shelling. In New England, with so many young men off fighting, gardens went unplanted and the wheat grew thin.

For many colonists the war with Great Britain aroused a stolid nationalist piety, a consoling faith in “the sacred cause of liberty”—the belief that providence would guide the rebels to victory and that the fighting itself constituted an appeal to heaven. But in the hilly borderland between New York and Massachusetts, the anxiety and austerity of the long conflict inspired frenzied revival meetings. This was the New Light Stir, an aftershock of the Great Awakening of radical Protestantism that had coursed through New England in the 1740s. From makeshift pulpits, the New Light evangelists shouted an urgent millenarian message: These are the Latter Days; the Kingdom is at hand.

Standing at the crack of American independence, these backwoods Yankees believed that they were living the final hours of history. It is written: He will come back and the righteous will be delivered from sin for a thousand years of earthly peace and happiness. The New Lights believed that the time had come and that their small revivals, held in fields and cowsheds, would trigger the return of Christ and the millennium of heaven on earth. Looking up from their plows and their milking stools, these hill-country farmers scanned the horizon for signs of His approach.

—

In this atmosphere of millennial anticipation—days of “war and rumors of war”—the sudden midday blackness was an indisputable sign of the times. As New England and eastern New York were plunged into total darkness, nervous farmers lit smoky, fat-smelling candles just to eat their lunch or read a few lines of scripture. Lacking telegraphy, they were left to assume that the unnatural darkness had enveloped the whole globe. “People [came] out wringing their hands and howling, ‘the Day of Judgment is come,’ ” recalled a young rebel fifer. Nobody could say for sure when or if the blackness would pass and the light return.

A doctor in New Hampshire tried to get an empirical grip on the situation. “A sheet of white paper held within a few inches of the eyes,” he wrote by candlelight, “was equally invisible with the blackest velvet.” Others turned to familiar stories for illumination. The black sky echoed the plague of darkness that God summoned over pharaoh’s Egypt. Or it was a reprise of the midday eclipse that supposedly occurred while Christ hung suffering on Calvary.*1 Even in the rational precincts of the Connecticut legislature, the sudden blackness stirred apocalyptic thinking. When the darkness forced the House of Representatives in Hartford to adjourn, Colonel Abraham Davenport stayed at his desk and asked that candles be brought into the statehouse. If the Day of Judgment was at hand, he said, he wished to be found at his work.

Near dawn the next day, the moon finally came out. A day past full, it shone red.

—

A month before the darkness, Talmadge Bishop and Reuben Wright, a pair of New Light revivalists from New Lebanon, New York, were walking west along a wooded footpath just north of Albany. Passing through a remote territory known as Niskeyuna, they happened upon a low, boggy homestead. Hoping to rest their feet and cadge some food, they knocked on the door of the rough, two-story cabin. Inside, they were surprised to discover a crowd: five men and seven women, living together in the small building. These were the Shaking Quakers, a raggedy sect from Manchester, England, gathered around a short, forty-four-year-old mystic named Ann Lee.

Lee, whom her followers addressed as “Mother,” invited the travelers in. Bishop and Wright lived nearby, but they had never heard any mention of these people. The Shakers had been in the area for six years, but they had maintained a low profile. They had good reason. The Hudson River, which linked British-controlled Canada and the forts of the Adirondacks to the vital port in New York City, was of great strategic importance. The surrounding Hudson Valley was a hotbed of royalist counterrevolution. Improvised rebel militias were on hair-trigger guard against Tory sabotage. It was a dangerous place to have your commitment to the Revolution questioned. In this paranoid atmosphere, Lee and her followers had kept their eccentric faith and Mancunian accents to themselves.

The Shakers fed the two travelers while Mother Ann explained her unusual gospel. She told the men that the millennium they and other New Lights had been furiously calling down from heaven had already begun. Its promised life of sinless perfection was free for the taking.

The next morning, Bishop and Wright hurried back across the Hudson to New Lebanon. They brought their tale of an ethereal, blue-eyed woman living in the wilderness to their minister, a popular New Light revivalist named Joseph Meacham. Meacham, a tall, grave young man who had left the Baptist Church to preach the new millenarian faith, had been leading revival meetings in New Lebanon for most of the past year. In the barn of a wealthy convert, he would whip his congregation to great heights of spiritual excitement. As he called out the good news of the coming paradise and the need for immediate surrender to the Holy Spirit, his audience trembled, stamped their feet in the straw, and let loose flurries of glossolalia.

The kinetic enthusiasm of Meacham’s revival could not hold. His message, like the message of other revivalists throughout New York and New England, was one of bated anticipation: Paradise or Apocalypse is imminent. But nothing happened. The fall of 1779 closed into winter; winter opened onto spring; and still the world had not ended. The New Lights had been primed for cataclysm: fire from the sky, the Son of Man swinging a golden sword, the descent of the holy city of New Jerusalem. Instead, the long, hard days of spring planting started up again. Having screamed their millenarian faith until they were hoarse, many New Lights felt adrift.

After hearing Bishop and Wright’s account of the woman called Mother, Meacham dispatched his friend Calvin Harlow to investigate. A few days later, Harlow returned to New Lebanon, spellbound. Meacham himself then set out on foot for Niskeyuna. And that is when the sky went black.

—

In her cabin in Niskeyuna, Ann Lee interpreted the “Egyptian darkness” as a divine signal that the time had come to open her gospel to the people of the New World.*2 When Meacham walked up the trail, Lee greeted him warmly. She said she had been expecting him.

Sitting with Shakers in their cramped cabin, Meacham quizzed them about their claim to have discovered the true nature of salvation. Had they really triumphed over sin? How was it possible that they were led, against the unambiguous teachings of Saint Paul, by a woman?*3 Something in the serene eloquence of their responses convinced Meacham that he was among a godly people. He converted that day. Mother Ann anointed him her “first-born son in America.”

Following the lead of their impressive young pastor, other New Lights from across the Hudson made the trip to Niskeyuna to sit with Lee. They came from New Lebanon and also from the nearby Massachusetts towns of Pittsfield and Hancock. After six years of living in poverty and obscurity, the Shakers opened their small home to all comers.

Within a decade, thousands of Americans regarded Ann Lee, the scrawny daughter of a Manchester blacksmith, as the Second Coming of Christ. Eventually, more than twenty thousand people across much of the United States would live in the society she founded. The vision Mother Ann offered them, of an immaculate New World Zion—an austere, celibate, communistic paradise—inspired wave upon wave of Americans to come, as they liked to say, “out of the World.”

The opening of the Shaker gospel in the weeks after what came to be called the Dark Day represents the start of a remarkable chapter in the history of the United States: a long, sunny season of American utopianism.




*1 The eclipse is mentioned in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the three “synoptic Gospels.”

*2 Fire scarring on trees in Algonquin Provincial Park now indicates that the mysterious darkness of May 19, 1780, was caused by enormous wildfires in Ontario.

*3 Women, wrote Paul, stand in relation to men as men stand in relation to the church and the church stands in relation to God, as natural subordinates. (1 Cor. 11)
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Man-Made Millennium


A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not even worth glancing at….

—OSCAR WILDE



The dream of utopia is eternal. We walk through this world imagining another, better existence. Sometimes that perfected life is thought to be waiting on the far side of death, or on a remote island, or in the green shade of prehistory. Sometimes we imagine a flawless society right here, just a few years hence. Occasionally, people set their vision in brick and mortar—they frame the buildings of utopia, write out its customs, furnish its rooms, and try to move in.

No moment in history or place on the globe has been more crowded with utopian longing and utopian experimentation than the United States in the middle of the nineteenth century. Countless people on both sides of the Atlantic believed that a new and wondrous society was about to take form in the American wilderness. It was a time when the imminence of paradise seemed reasonable to reasonable people.

This surge of utopian energy came out of the confluence of two ideas, one mystical and ancient, one rational and modern. The first is the Judeo-Christian proposition that history is bookended by golden ages. In the beginning, God planted a garden in the East. And with it was planted the half-remembered dream of a bountiful, property-free existence in the orchards of Paradise, a life uncorrupted by capitalism, technology, or even pants. Scriptural history begins in a garden, but it ends in a metropolis—the gleaming, prefab city of New Jerusalem that God will lower down to us at the time of the millennium, the thousand-year reign of heaven on earth. All human existence—history, time, suffering—is just the hard distance between these two utopias, a long but finite exile from paradise.

The second idea, dating back to the seventeenth century, is that the human race is advancing ineluctably toward a perfection of our own making.*1 The intellectual triumphs of the Enlightenment—Newtonian physics, astronomy, rationalism, chemistry—all seemed to point toward the possibility that the universe is one big mechanism, as elegant and soluble as an equation. Thanks to the scientific method and the semi-miraculous power of Reason, humankind will eventually discover the obscure but predictable calculus—the science—beneath every phenomenon, even the muddled scrum of human affairs. A genuine science of society will not just be descriptive, telling us when and why people act the way they do, it will allow us to change how people act, to fix every social problem. The basic assumption was this: As knowledge deepens and old superstitions fade, the world will become more comfortable, more just, and more happy. Progress without end, amen.

This impression of endless and inevitable progress had particular force during the opening decades of the nineteenth century. Republicanism had taken firm root in the New World, and it was starting to germinate in western Europe. New technologies of mass production augured a future in which scarcity would become a dim legend. New ideas crossed the globe with startling speed. To many, it felt as though history itself, like a hot-fired steam engine, were gathering momentum.

For horizon-scanning millenarians, this same sense of historical velocity and the uneasiness that was its constant attendant fueled the impression that things were coming to a head, that the End was nigh. Some combined the two strands of thought. The new faith in limitless, human-driven progress merged with the old faith in an imminent golden age. Perhaps human genius—manifested in new ideas, buildings, machines, and social institutions—would be the lever by which the millennium of fraternity and abundance was activated. New Jerusalem was coming, but it would not be winched down from above. It would be built from the ground up, by planners and engineers.

In Europe, this type of thinking was amplified by the vast, silent presence of the North American continent. Looking west across the Atlantic, European visionaries saw a wide-open wilderness, sparsely populated and loosely governed by liberal institutions. Through the rosy lens of millenarian optimism, the New World looked like a blank slate, blessedly removed from the ancient tangle of European principalities and churches. On the “fresh, green breast of the new world,” as F. Scott Fitzgerald called it, any future might be inscribed. This sense of a clean start was woven into the keenest hopes of the American Revolution. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” wrote Thomas Paine in 1776. “A situation, similar to the present, hath not happened since the days of Noah until now.”

The notion that history, like the sun, travels east to west has been around since the Middle Ages. Under this theory, civilization began in the East (in “a garden eastward in Eden”) and has been westering steadily across the face of the earth toward some unknown apocalypse. This view of things had obvious appeal to theologians and cartographers perched on the western limit of the known world. Later, when people began to suspect that the earth is a globe, some claimed that the End would come when we arrived back at the location of the beginning, when some Christian explorer macheted his way through the jungle and arrived back at the Tree of Life. This was certainly Captain Columbus’s view as he probed the eastern fringe of the New World in search of Eden.*2 The presence of a large indigenous population only added to this European impression of Edenic innocence. Even for those who did not see North America as the literal historic location of Paradise—and there were plenty who did—the virginal continent seemed inherently Edenic. Sailing west from Liverpool was like traveling back in time. “Thus in the beginning,” wrote John Locke in 1690, “all the world was America.”

To people steeped in this conception of time and space, the New World in the West looked to be the inevitable staging ground for the final dispensation of history. Many early Anglo settlers sincerely believed that North America, conveniently hidden from Christendom until the Reformation had gained traction, was destined to be ground zero for the millennium.

In the nineteenth century, secular-minded Europeans took a surprisingly similar view. They claimed that the final chapter of history, the top rung on the ladder of progress, would play out in the New World. In Berlin, Hegel lectured that the United States was “the land of the future.” It was there that “the burden of world history shall reveal itself.” North America was not just an expanse of plains and mountains; it was a messiah made of land: the locus and guarantor of all redemption. The most optimistic observers hoped that post-Enlightenment man, with all of his newfound cleverness—his sudden zeal for steam engines, hygienic tenements, the scientific method, and equality—finally had a chance to get things right, to build paradise.

All Things New

The spread and evolution of these ideas can be tracked through the rise and fall of five communalist movements that flourished during the busy golden age of American utopianism. These groups do not represent the sum total of that era’s utopian experimentation, let alone American utopianism in general. At least one hundred experimental communities were founded in the United States during the nineteenth century and countless more since. But, taken together, these five interconnected groups represent the high-water mark of an intellectual impulse that has flowed through the American experiment since day one, an impulse that may now be near its lowest ebb.

The idea of a New World utopia was born in the fever dream of religious revelation and the waking nightmare of early industrialization. Led by the prophet Ann Lee, the Shakers decided that the Second Coming had already happened and that it was up to them to build the perfect earthly society: a whitewashed stronghold for the dawning millennium. To construct their Zion—a federation of tidy, communistic villages—the Shakers invented a new type of society from scratch, scorning the most fundamental and sacrosanct building blocks of Western civilization. In Zion there would be no property, no family, no sex. Women and men would be equal. Labor would be worship. And the individual would dissolve entirely into the collective.

By the 1820s, the Shakers had established prosperous villages throughout most of the settled regions of the United States. Inspired by their success, secular utopians took up the idea that small, planned communities might be the ideal mechanism with which to remake the world. In 1824, the Welsh socialist and textile magnate Robert Owen, a student and admirer of the Shakers, came to the Indiana frontier. In the village of New Harmony, Owen hoped to build a rationalist, communist utopia that he called the New Moral World. He would raise a “parallelogram,” a palatial building in which thousands of people of every class could live and work in peace, abundance, and total equality. At New Harmony and a dozen smaller communities, the Owenites hoped to prove that property and religion were all that stood between humanity and a glorious future in a man-made paradise.

In 1840, a decade after the dramatic collapse of Owen’s grand experiment, with the Republic in the doldrums of its first major depression, a New Yorker named Albert Brisbane began publicizing the doctrines of the French social theorist Charles Fourier. Like the Shakers and the Owenites, Fourier believed that the road to paradise lay in the establishment of small, cooperative villages. Fourier claimed that the right kinds of social institutions could unleash the powerful forces of human passion and usher humanity toward its true destiny: an orgiastic global utopia that he called Harmony. To hasten the ascent into Harmony, Fourier proposed building enormous complexes called “phalansteries,” in which groups of precisely 1,620 people would live and work. Like Owen’s parallelogram and the Bible’s New Jerusalem, Fourier’s phalanstery was essentially an entire city contained in a single building, a high-tech Versailles for the people. Once the era of Harmony commenced, Fourier prophesied, every human impulse, even the most taboo sexual predilection, will be satisfied and rendered productive. Abundance will prevail; mosquitoes will go extinct; friendly whales will tow our ships; and the oceans, tinctured by “boreal fluid” from the melting arctic icecap, will taste like lemonade. Fourier’s ideas, broadcast daily on the front page of the New-York Tribune, the country’s bestselling newspaper, spread fast. By the end of the 1840s, twenty-nine Fourierist “phalanxes” had been founded in the United States. Most were halfcocked, underfunded ventures that folded quickly. Others fared better. The longest lived was the North American Phalanx in New Jersey. The most famous was the Brook Farm Phalanx in Massachusetts, home to some of the illuminati of the New England literary renaissance.

In 1848, as the Fourierist phalanxes were falling apart and Europe erupted with republican uprisings, a fresh infusion of French utopianism arrived in the Port of New Orleans under the leadership of a Parisian radical named Étienne Cabet. In the mid-1840s, Cabet, known to his devoted followers as “Papa,” was the leading communist in France. He preached a mystical strain of socialism in which Christ was celebrated as the first communist. The artisans who formed his base of support called themselves “Icarians” after the fictional people described in Travels in Icaria, Cabet’s hugely successful utopian romance novel. Under Cabet’s semimessianic leadership, several hundred French Icarians crossed the Atlantic to build the techno-communist utopia of Icaria in the Trinity River valley of east Texas, where Robert Owen had helped them secure cheap land. The community in Texas ended in disaster, but the determined Icarians went on to build colonies in Illinois, Missouri, Iowa, and California.

While the Shakers, Owenites, Fourierists, and Icarians all had intellectual roots in Europe, the most remarkable and, by many measures, the most successful utopian venture in United States history was entirely homegrown. New York’s Oneida Community thrived for three decades under the brilliant and mostly benign autocracy of John Humphrey Noyes, a Dartmouth- and Yale-educated prophet of “Perfectionism,” “Bible Communism,” and free love. Like the Shakers, the Perfectionists believed that the prophesied millennium had already commenced, that they were freed from sin, and that it was up to them to commence building the perfect earthly society. To do so, they discarded institutions they deemed anti-Christian, such as the nuclear family, monogamy, and private property. Underwritten by several highly successful manufacturing enterprises, the Perfectionists lived a comfortable, intellectually rich life in a sprawling brick mansion in the spiritually turbulent Burned-over District of central New York. While earlier utopians often stumbled over their own rigid visions of the perfect society, Noyes and his followers lived in a state of constant social experimentation. To avoid the pitfalls of their forebears, the Perfectionists studied the strengths and follies of the Shakers, Owenites, Fourierists, Icarians, and others. On their beautifully manicured estate they championed gender equality, a novel form of birth control, and a unique method of group therapy. They also practiced “complex marriage,” a carefully regulated system by which almost any woman in the community could have sex with almost any man. In their final decade, they initiated a program of eugenics to breed the ultimate citizen, the perfect Perfectionist for the dawning millennium.

—

These five groups were guided by five different visions of utopia, yet they generally regarded one another as fellow travelers. They exchanged letters, newspapers, and visits. From time to time, Owenites became Shakers; Fourierists moved to Icaria; or Perfectionists joined Fourierist phalanxes. Despite their divergent views on sex, pleasure, and religion, they mostly shared a basic set of (then) radical values that put them at odds with the ascendant values of Jacksonian America. They all believed that men and women are more or less equal, that financial competition is morally corrosive, and that material equality is a precondition of a just society. To their fellow citizens, the various utopians looked to be part of a single, loosely defined movement. More significant, they all shared the basic premise of utopianism: that the society in which they lived required a total overhaul. Utopianism may be a species of optimism, but it is always born of discontent. Every utopia, whether it remains on the page or takes shape in brick and mortar, reveals the anxieties and disappointments of its author(s). “The great utopians,” wrote the historians Frank and Fritzie Manuel, “have all borne witness to their anger at the world, their disgust with society.”

Utopia is diagnostic. Suffering yields hope, and each particular shade of hope is colored by the particulars of the suffering. The plow-broken serf places his utopia on the rock-candy mountain, where hammocks swing between sandwich trees and rivers run with beer. The harried, well-fed urbanite puts her utopia in an arcadia of primitive farmwork. The nineteenth-century utopians shared a common anxiety about the rising specter of industrial capitalism, a then novel system that seemed, to them, to lay waste to everything in its path while offering as its sole compensation cheap goods and a few private fortunes. Rather than blaming technology itself, the utopians sought to hitch the remarkable new engines of mass production to a higher purpose. They could not believe that something as unsavory—for many of them, as irreligious—as competition was going to be the foundation of modern society. They refused to accept that “Cash Payment,” as Thomas Carlyle wrote in 1843, was destined to be “the sole nexus of man with man.”

The various utopians all agreed that society was rotten and that for the first time in history, the means to perfect it—through human ingenuity, divine providence, or both—were at hand. Even more than the scale of their ambition, the thing that set them apart from the other reformers of their day, the thing that really earns them the designation utopian, was their method. Rather than trying to improve the world in any of the usual ways—through electoral politics, prayer, propaganda, civil disobedience, armed insurrection—they intended to catalyze a global revolution by building a working prototype of the ideal society. Once a model of the new system is up and running, they believed, its example will be so compelling that it will be replicated ad infinitum. In short order, the new system will blanket the earth, spread entirely by the force of its own evident perfection. As the Owenite turned anarchist Josiah Warren wrote, the new ideas “only needed to be seen in their beautiful and consistent symmetry to be at once approved and adopted.” This was how the utopians intended to trigger the man-made millennium. “The only practical difficulty,” wrote Robert Owen, “will be to restrain men from rushing too precipitously” into the new paradise.

—

The word utopian, when used in reference to communal experimentation, is partly a matter of style. As Justice Potter Stewart said of pornography, you know it when you see it. The usual roster of American utopias is long and shifting, encompassing everything from small, back-to-the-land hippie communes to artists’ colonies to architectural experiments to austere sects of religious separatists. The five movements chronicled here fit within a narrower definition. The Shakers, Owenites, Fourierists, Icarians, and Oneida Perfectionists all labored under the very specific belief that small communistic societies could trigger a new and perfected existence across the entire globe. While these communities often resembled their less ambitious counterparts, their hopes, and therefore their rhetoric, set them apart. They did not wish merely to take leave of a fallen world or retreat into a pious enclave. They intended to lead the charge into a new and wholly transformed future.

This narrower, grander definition of the term utopian comes mostly from those tireless coiners of terminology Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. They used the designation utopian-socialist to classify a group of thinkers who preceded them historically and whose socialism they found fundamentally bourgeois (because its aspirations were the aspirations of the bourgeois and because it depended upon the largesse of private donors). To populate this dubious intellectual category, Marx and Engels named names: Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, Étienne Cabet.*3 Marx and Engels sought to distinguish the theories of these “utopian socialists” from their own brand of self-styled “scientific socialism.” Mocking Fourier, Owen, and Cabet in a single breath, The Communist Manifesto memorably scoffs at the “dream of…founding isolated [Fourierist] ‘phalansteres,’ of establishing [Owenite] ‘Home Colonies,’ of setting up [Cabet’s] ‘Little Icaria’—duodecima editions of the New Jerusalem—and to realize all these castles in the air they are compelled to appeal to the feelings and purses of the bourgeois.” Beneath this condescension was a grudging respect, evidenced by the great quantity of ink that Marx and Engels spent upon their analysis of utopian socialism.*4 They granted that the utopians had accurately diagnosed society’s chief ailments—economic competition and private ownership of the means of production—and correctly determined that an extreme cure was required.*5 Besides, as Eric Hobsbawm wrote about the relationship between Team Marx and the utopians, “Even revolutionaries like to have ancestors.”

—

Today, when these castles in the air warrant mention it is usually to underscore the extravagant “enthusiasms” of the middle nineteenth century. The utopians are remembered as little more than the crazy froth at the crest of a general wave of Jacksonian optimism. The sheer scale and folly of their expectations—the wrongheadedness of Owen’s geometric paradise or Fourier’s lemonade sea—are indeed baffling. We occupy the future about which they dreamed and we can plainly see that it looks nothing like their imaginings. A certain type of observer even seems to find reassurance in their failure: those self-proclaimed realists who keep watch over every sally into utopia, awaiting the moment when, as Mary McCarthy put it, “some practical joker…called ‘human nature’ ” shows up to spoil the picnic.*6

Yet the tens of thousands of Americans who lived in these communities were not fools. To be sure, in an era thick with cranks and faddists, the utopias sheltered more than their share. But the majority of the communitarians were intelligent, hardworking people. They came from every denomination and every social class. Significantly, unlike the utopian communalists of other eras, they were not primarily young people. They were blacksmiths and farmers, journalists and lawyers, tailors and scientists, teachers and clergymen. A few of them were among the most articulate and prescient reformers of their day. After their respective sojourns in utopia, many went on to illustrious careers elsewhere. They may have been dreamers, but they did their dreaming out loud, with their dollars, their arms, and their time. They tried to manifest their impractical visions with great practical skill.

—

It is not news that they failed. If they hadn’t, we would be living in a communist paradise, flying about in Icarian hot-air balloons or spending four-day weekends at grand, state-organized Fourierist orgies. The immediate reasons for their failure are mostly mundane. They bought too much land and went bankrupt; they bought too little land and went bankrupt; their buildings burned down; they got so rich that they feared letting in new members. Often the children of the founding generation wanted to see something else of the world. Sometimes the communards quarreled over doctrine. Sometimes they simply got sick of one another. The close quarters and shared chores of rural communalism make equanimity difficult. As the trustees of the doomed Nashoba Community learned, “That which produces in the world only common-place jealousies and every-day squabbles, is sufficient to destroy a community.”

Mostly they failed because the utopians ceased to believe that paradise was waiting for them just around the corner. Breaking ground in the wilderness and building a new society from zero is incredibly hard work. As long as the colonists believed that their dream might be realized, they labored with heroic energy, gladly bearing immense hardships. At their best, they worked with an inspiring sense of solidarity, laboring, as Étienne Cabet wrote, “as one man, afire with dedication and enthusiasm.” When the faith slipped, the wind spilled from their sails.

These serial failures have become the most potent legacy of the communal utopias. Many observers read the history of experimental utopianism as one long cautionary tale, told in a series of dismally repetitive chapters, about the hazards of radical adventurism. The failure of the nineteenth-century utopians to produce even one enduring society cannot be ignored, but neither is it the whole story. Questions about why these communities formed in the first place and what they were like during their relatively brief lives can be just as instructive as the mechanics of their ultimate self-destruction.

—

For better or worse, the utopian visionary sets out to remake the world by reordering life’s most basic features. The base unit of utopian thinking is not the individual or even the community; it is the day. One of the most consistent features of utopian literature is the description of the typical citizen’s typical day—a blow-by-blow accounting of how he or she wakes up, eats breakfast, dresses, rides to work aboard some newfangled conveyance, and so on. The experimental utopians (as opposed to those who simply wrote utopian fiction) were not much different. While they spoke of abstract virtues such as Equality and Peace and Brotherhood, the distinctive appeal of their visions was in the details.

As it happened, few of the nineteenth-century utopian colonies looked anything like what their citizens had hoped for. They set out to raise granite palaces and feast on peach cobbler; they often ended up with drafty shacks, hard labor, and cold beans. Yet even when life within utopia looked just as shabby as life in that place they invariably called “the World,” it felt extremely different. Within the communal utopias, when things were going well and the sun was shining, the most quotidian tasks were imbued with a sense of high purpose and historical consequence.

In 1844, on a summer afternoon at the Trumbull Phalanx, a Fourierist community in the wilds of eastern Ohio, a young Oberlin grad named Nathan Meeker took stock of his new home:


Seating myself in the venerable orchard, with the temporary dwellings on the opposite side, the joiners at their benches in their open shops under the green boughs, and hearing on every side the sound of industry, the roll of wheels in the mills, and merry voices, I could not help exclaiming mentally: Indeed my eyes see men making haste to free the slave of all names, nations and tongues, and my ears hear them driving, thick and fast, nails into the coffin of despotism. I can but look on the establishment of this phalanx as a step of as much importance as any which secured our political independence; and much greater than that which gained the Magna Charta, the foundation of English liberty.



Looking upon the most ordinary scene of village life—a dusty orchard, a gristmill, men swinging hammers—Nathan Meeker saw the earth shifting on its axis. His impression may be hyperbolic, but it captures the daily experience of many utopians: a sense of actively transforming the world, of living on the cusp of an incandescent future.

The spirit of improvisation that prevailed within these communities charged life with extraordinary creativity. The utopians were in the business of reinventing society from the ground up, and they left no flaw or inconvenience unturned. Along with a flurry of radical social institutions, they produced dozens of new inventions: the flat broom, the lazy Susan, the clothespin, a new mop ringer, a hernia truss, motorized washing machines, a new mousetrap, vacuum-sealed cans, the circular saw, cut nails, a superior animal trap, a cheese press, a corn cutter, a pea sheller, an elastic women’s sneaker, and new types of barns and houses. Almost every community designed some new type of costume, usually one that liberated female colonists from the suffocating garb of the Victorian era. Whatever truth there is in the axiom that communism suppresses innovation, the long list of marketable inventions to come out of the communistic utopian colonies offers a strong counterpoint.

—

Along with this invigorating sense of creativity, the citizens of the small utopias tended to have much more fun than the people living beyond their fences. Except for the Shakers, who felt theologically compelled toward tranquillity outside of their raucous prayer meetings, most of these communities kept up a dizzying schedule of contra dances, lectures, card games, séances, philosophical debates, cotillions, history lectures, picnics, stargazing expeditions, concerts, plays, tableaux vivants, boating trips, berry-picking outings, ice-skating parties, quilting bees, fishing trips, baseball games, oyster suppers, and croquet tournaments.

All of this took place at a time when rural Americans often went months without seeing a nonrelation. When the British journalist Frances Trollope (mother of novelist Anthony) came upon a rural western homestead in 1832, the woman working the stove told her, “I expect the sun will rise and set a hundred times before I shall see another human that does not belong to the family.” By contrast, the utopians sat down to supper each afternoon with more than a hundred people. And while most Americans, even in big cities, seldom conversed with people outside of their class or denomination, the utopians lived intimately and in (theoretical) equality with people of every class and creed, although not every race. African Americans were mostly absent from these communities. This jumble of experience and opinion produced predictable tensions, but it also bred intellectual excitement and an enduring liberalism.

When the end inevitably came, some utopians returned to the World with a sense of relief, exhausted by the thousand small frustrations of clumsily enforced equality. Others were sick with disappointment. For a great many, their years spent living “in association,” as they said, would be remembered as the highlight of their lives: a merry springtide of intellectual ferment, pleasure, and hope. For many, the end came like a casting out. After the Brook Farm Phalanx disbanded, one young communard wondered how, having known such intimacy and freedom, she could possibly face the “chilling cordiality of the world” or “feel contented again with the life of isolated houses, and the conventions of civilization.”

An Age of Reason in a Patty-Pan

Today, thinking grandly about the future is regarded as a sin in and of itself. Calling a proposal “utopian” is among the more routine slurs on Capitol Hill. The supposed end of history—with the laurels for “final form of human government” going to Western liberal democracy—has been trumpeted for at least three decades. The prevailing view on both the left and the right is that the current state of affairs, while far from ideal, is better than the hazards inherent in trying to make things too much better. Not long before his death, the historian Tony Judt wrote that the task of today’s intellectuals and political philosophers “is not to imagine better worlds but rather to think how to prevent worse ones.” At best, American politics, in both rhetoric and practice, is concerned with finding the least bad version of the status quo—the prevailing assumption being that what we have is well enough and well enough ought to be left alone. Tocqueville saw this coming in 1835: “I cannot overcome my fear that men may come to the point of looking upon every new theory as a danger, every innovation as a vexing disturbance, and every sign of social progress as a first step toward revolution.”

Literature is a sensitive indicator of utopian sentiment. The shift in attitude from the 1840s to today can be tracked in the library. Influential utopian novels of the kind written by Thomas More, Francis Bacon, Étienne Cabet, or Edward Bellamy are seldom read, let alone written, anymore, yet we require fifteen-year-olds to spend their holidays underlining paperbacks of Brave New World and 1984, chilling visions of utopia run amuck. Dystopian blockbusters dominate the summer box office. When utopia is not depicted as soul crushing, it is farce. Laurel and Hardy’s late, second-rate film Utopia (1951) nails the modern view of utopia as fool’s errand.*7 When the fat man and the thin man set out to build paradise on a remote island, their naive fantasy is overrun with slapstick venality. (Their island, the world discovers, sits atop a uranium mother lode.) The cumulative moral is precise: Anyone nuts enough to try building heaven on earth is bound for a hell of his own making.

One reason that history does not look kindly upon the utopians of the nineteenth century is that they trafficked in extreme, absolutist visions of the future. Today, we have ample reason to recoil from such visions. Many of the darkest episodes of the twentieth century—the Thousand-Year Reich, Soviet gulags, the Khmer killing fields—were born of utopian and millenarian ideologies. Regardless of the details, we now flinch at the notion that there is one specific way in which the world ought to be arranged. This reflex is well justified. Again and again, collectively held visions of paradise have been used to justify systems of terror and repression.*8

Surprisingly, the American utopians of the nineteenth century and the European visionaries who inspired them shared our post-twentieth-century fears about the hazards of revolutionary social change. Owen, Cabet, and Fourier were all intimately aware of the darkest and most utopian episodes of the French Revolution. While their Jacobin comrades descended into paranoid, self-consuming terror, the communal utopians tried to take a different road to a similar, although not identical, paradise. They hoped that discrete experimental communities would demonstrate—to worker, boss, and baron—the obvious superiority of an egalitarian society. For their faith in the basic decency of the rich and powerful, the utopians were derided by the next generation of radicals as terminally bourgeois. Rather than exerting influence incrementally through politics and propaganda, or instantly through insurrection, the utopians hoped to construct the perfect society in miniature and then lead by example—to pull, rather than push, the world toward perfection.

Although it surely did not feel this way to them, theirs was a relatively low-stakes method of reform. If the scheme fails, the corrupt old world will always be right where you left it, just outside the gates. For the utopian vision to spread beyond the seminal prototype, it must prove itself. As Albert Brisbane, the leading American Fourierist, put it, the new order will take hold only “when practice has shown its superiority over the present system.” In utopia, size makes all the difference. When Brook Farm collectivized agriculture and sent the intellectuals out to mow wheat, the results were goofy and edifying. When Mao Tse-tung tried the same trick, forty million starved.

—

Because of their small scale and grand ambitions, these communities offer an unusually clear window onto the practical working out of various social theories. Every community, utopian or not, is composed of notions about how people ought to live together. The state, Hegel wrote, is the ethical idea made actual. But on the scale of nations and empires, those actualized ideas are submerged in an obscuring bath of time and happenstance. A political notion—say, democracy—is animated within the history of a democratic state, but only under the influence of countless personalities and externalities over the course of generations. By contrast, utopias, both literary and experimental, tend to be born fully formed from the mind of one individual. Fourier plotted every detail of his perfect society—what time everyone would eat, how many people would work in the pear orchard, how they would elect their foremen—before he recruited a single follower. Within utopian communities, social and ethical ideas are put into play in a very narrow span of time and space. Tracking the miniature revolutions that repeatedly sundered New Harmony or the various Icarian villages is like watching several centuries of modern history—the glacial advance and retreat of big ideas about power, liberty, and community—transpire inside a beaker. Emerson rightly called Brook Farm “a French Revolution in small, an Age of Reason in a patty-pan.”

The brief histories of these miniature societies reveal, with remarkable clarity, how their citizens approached a set of timeless questions. Must the family be the base unit of civilization? How does diversity affect a highly socialized society? Can citizens really be transformed by the institutions within which they live? Is monogamy required for a stable, prosperous society? Is private property? How much must theory bend in the face of circumstance? How does spiritual authority interact with political authority? Does social progress flow from the initiative of self-advancing individuals or from broad, collectivist reforms? Is competition the ideal motor of innovation and prosperity? Can social solidarity be stimulated or must it arise spontaneously? Hovering above all of these questions is the overarching dialectic that defines civil society: the back-and-forth between individual liberty and mutual aid, between the freedom to do as you please and the freedom from being cold, hungry, and alone.

—

The ideas that undergirded these communities, like the ideas enshrined in our founding documents, were born out of the European Enlightenment. While the utopians’ aspirations can seem alarmingly foreign, their basic outlook was hyper-American—American, but more so (in terms of ideals, if seldom reality). Americans cherish freedom of conscience; where better to nurture new heresies? America is profoundly egalitarian; where better to abolish property? Americans cherish liberalism; where better to emancipate women? America is a land of new beginnings; where better to kick off the millennium?

The lunatic optimism and creativity of our utopian predecessors can be infectious. They took no social institution for granted. With bearings fixed toward a meridian of joy and perfection, everything old and familiar—monogamy, property, hierarchy, family—went overboard. Mistakenly sensing that the world was on the brink of total transfiguration, they built their tiny societies according to a single criterion: their own shining vision of the future.

It is almost impossible not to mock the extravagant hopes of the nineteenth-century utopians. Yet it is difficult to linger amid the ruins of those hopes without sensing a deficit in our own time, a way in which their story mocks us. In the company of these strange, familiar Americans, we might revive their essential question: What sort of a future do we want?




*1 Francis Bacon is the most notable proponent of this view, but it was general in the thinking of the time. The original title for Descartes’s Discourse on Method (1637) was The Plan of a Universal Science to Raise Our Nature to Its Highest Degree of Perfection.

*2 Columbus wrote, “God made me the messenger of the new heaven and the new earth, of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of Saint John after having spoken of it by the mouth of Isaiah; and he showed me the spot where to find it.”

*3 Henri de Saint-Simon also makes the list, but his ideas, unlike those of Owen, Fourier, and Cabet, had little impact on community building in the United States.

*4 In volumes 1 and 2 of the old official Soviet edition of the Selected Works of Marks & Engels, there are twenty references to Robert Owen alone, some of them extensive.

*5 Ironically, the final station of Marx’s historical progression—pure stateless communism—looks an awful lot like the utopias of Owen, Cabet, and Fourier. As the critic Edmund Wilson put it, “Though Marx had pointed out the naïveté of the utopias of his socialist predecessors, the prospect of the future he invoked, with its more abundant flowings of the springs of cooperative wealth, was still itself rather utopian. He had simply thrust the happy consummation a little farther off into the future.”

*6 While skimming an anthology of utopian literature, Saul Bellow’s Augie March marvels at “what comfort some have that the negligible is upheld and all other greater effort falls on its face.”

*7 Also released as Atoll K.

*8 In 1994, Isaiah Berlin wrote: “There are men who will kill and maim with a tranquil conscience under the influence of the words and writings of some of those who are certain that they know perfection can be reached….And in the end the passionate idealists forget the omelette, and just go on breaking eggs.”
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American Zion


And was Jerusalem builded here,

Among these dark Satanic Mills?

—WILLIAM BLAKE



Cottonopolis

Ann Lee was born four decades before the Dark Day, on Leap Day 1736. She was the second of eight children born to a Manchester blacksmith named John Lees and a woman whose name is lost to history. They lived in a small apartment on Toad Lane, a narrow street of smithies and alehouses.

In the mid-1700s, Manchester was ground zero for the nascent Industrial Revolution. When Lee was little, the blocks of the city were interspersed with small farm plots. Shiploads of cheap, slave-picked American cotton and a handful of technical innovations transformed the city. By the time Lee was a young woman, Manchester had begun to fill with unskilled workers from the countryside looking for work in the new mills. The invention of the spinning jenny, a machine that allowed one person to operate many yarn spindles at once, revolutionized the production of thread. Spinning, which had formerly been done by independent artisans or in the evenings by farmers’ wives, became a profitable full-time trade. The jennies spun a surplus of thread, accelerating advances in weaving technology. Groups of wealthy landowners built large mills where water- and steam-driven looms churned out inexpensive cloth. Artisan weavers and spinners could not compete. Many sold their small plots of ancestral land and joined the exodus into the city. Peasants who had previously fed themselves from their own meager acreage and often didn’t eat much at all began to live off factory wages.

Little is known of Lee’s early life. She never went to school. When she was eight, she began to work on a loom. The hagiography written by her followers after her death offers a portrait of their prophet as a severe young woman. The plump little girl relished hard work, the official record reports, and was “never addicted to play as other children.” From an early age she “was impressed with a sense of the great depravity of human nature, and of the odiousness of sin.” In the cramped apartment that Lee shared with her seven siblings, her parents’ sex life was probably on full display. It was certainly within earshot. Repulsed by the “indecent nature of sexual coition,” Lee chastised her mother for submitting to her father’s lust. This insolence earned her regular whippings. After Ann left the textile workshop, she worked as a velvet cutter. For a time she prepared fur for hats. Later she served as an assistant in a lunatic asylum.

Religion was one of the few things that was not in short supply on Toad Lane. By the time Lee was twenty-three, she and other members of her family had joined a prayer group led by Jane and James Wardley, a pair of Quaker tailors who lived in Bolton, a few miles north of Manchester. The Wardleys believed that God spoke directly to them and that the Second Coming of Christ was imminent. Like other religious dissenters of their day, they denounced the official Anglican Church as the work of the Antichrist. The group that met in the Wardleys’ home felt the Holy Ghost in their midst and acted accordingly. Disturbed by their spastic singing and dancing, their neighbors called them jumpers, shiverers, or shaking Quakers.

Much of what the Wardleys preached derived from a group of French mystics who had settled in England at the end of the seventeenth century. In 1685, Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes under pressure from the Vatican and his devoutly Catholic second wife. For a century, the edict had protected the rights of Huguenot Protestants to worship openly throughout most of France, though never in Paris. In response to their sudden loss of liberty, many Huguenots immigrated to England, Prussia, Holland, and North America. Others remained in France and waged a violent insurrection, burning churches and killing priests. They became known as Camisards for the light linen shirts (camisa) they wore to identify one another on night raids. Some Camisards were burned at the stake. Others were stretched on the wheel. Among those exiled to England, many settled in Manchester. The French Prophets, as they came to be known, danced wildly, spoke in tongues, wrestled with invisible devils, spoke of an imminent millennium, and specially prized the prophetic gifts of women.

—

By the time Ann Lee was worshipping with the Wardleys, the notion that the end of the world was imminent had special force in Manchester. The conditions in what William Blake would soon call Britain’s “dark Satanic Mills” were indeed hellish. The workers’ precincts were a knotted tangle of covered passages and narrow, winding alleys. Fresh water and plumbing were almost nonexistent. Slimy, stagnant creeks bubbled with miasmatic gases. The poorest workers went barefoot through alleys that dead-ended at muddy pools of urine and shit.

This gray, life-refusing landscape would have a powerful influence on modern utopian and socialist thought. A decade after Mother Ann and her Shaking Quakers left Manchester to build a new, perfected society in North America, Robert Owen, the founder of Indiana’s New Harmony community, came to town. Owen was born poor, but he ended up on the winning end of the city’s brutal economic equation. Even so, his sympathies remained with workers like Ann Lee. His time in the mills inspired dreams of a secular paradise in which working people would enjoy all the comforts and dignity of the wellborn. A generation after Owen left, the mills of Manchester inspired and bankrolled the writings of Marx and Engels.

Manchester’s factory economy, which took off when Lee was a young woman, left people who had formerly lived according to little more than the rain and the soil at the whim of a powerful new force: the global market. The constant presence of excess workers in the city was necessary for those rare times when cloth production peaked. When demand slackened, the looms slowed. Thousands of men, women, and children became instantly superfluous. Since they did not own (or hold tenancy upon) any land, they could not even raise the meager subsistence that their parents had. This situation—a permanently impoverished labor surplus—drove wages ever downward, creating huge fortunes for a small group of mill owners while ushering workers into lives of squalid confusion. Industrial accidents—crushed legs, mangled fingers, broken arms—were commonplace. In the damp slums, epidemics came and went like weather.

Many reformers assumed that the new competitive industrialism would not last long. How could something so inhumane survive? As one commentator later wrote of Marx, the utopian reformers in Manchester mistook “the birthpains of capitalism for its death throes.” The religiously minded fell back on the eternal conviction that justice, in one form or another, was coming. Wrongs will be made right; the least will come first; Babylon will fall.

Second Coming


And there appeared a great wonder in Heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars.

—REVELATION 12:1



In January 1762, when Ann Lee was twenty-six and had been worshipping with Jane and James Wardley for three years, she married a Manchester blacksmith named Abraham Standerin. Given Lee’s distaste for sexual coition, the match was probably made by her parents. Abraham might have been her father’s apprentice. Apparently he lacked his wife’s intense piety. Official Shaker history (a highly biased source) recalls him as a randy lout with a strong thirst for ale. Once married, Lee was constantly pregnant. She carried four children to term, but all of them died in infancy or early childhood. The fourth delivery was particularly painful. The baby, named Elizabeth, was extracted with forceps. She lived longer than any of her siblings, dying at age six. The trauma of these serial deaths convinced Lee that God was punishing her for some grave sin.*1 She became terrified of Abraham’s advances, avoiding their marriage bed “as if it were made of embers.”

The early Shakers did not make any special effort to record their activities or beliefs. Lee, like most of the others, was illiterate.*2 The most reliable record of the groups’ comings and goings in Manchester is their extensive rap sheet. Seeing themselves in heroic opposition to a corrupt Anglican establishment, the Wardley group went out looking for conflicts with the local authorities. On July 14, 1772, the Manchester constable noted that he had spent five shillings on beer for the twenty-four men who helped apprehend Shakers who were causing a “disturbance.”*3 Lee seems to have been particularly gung ho. A week after the mid-July “disturbance,” a shilling was paid to the jurors’ bailiff for the arrest of her and her father. Three months later, a certain “widow Shepley” was compensated two shillings for damage done to her ironwork during the (presumably violent) arrest of several Shakers. Barging into churches and haranguing the assembled worshippers was evidently a favorite Sunday outing for the Shakers. In May 1773, six shillings were spent to provide meat and drink for Lee after she was jailed “for disturbing the congregation in the old Church.”

On one occasion, after being locked up for “disturbing the Sabbath,” Lee had a vision. Sitting in her cell, she saw Jesus standing directly in front of her. He showed her “the most astonishing visions and divine manifestations…in so clear and striking a manner that the whole spiritual world seemed displayed before her.” She was able to look into the Garden of Eden at the very moment of the Fall. The true cause of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Paradise suddenly became obvious. It had nothing to do with eating fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. The true “root and foundation of human depravity,” Lee saw, was sex. Adam and Eve had misinterpreted the commandment to be fruitful. God wanted them to multiply in a spiritual sense, not to gratify Adam’s lust. By forsaking their angelic natures and entering into the ranks of “natural generation,” the first humans exchanged God’s intimacy for a cursed, animal existence.

Lee later argued that the true nature of the original sin can be inferred from God’s punishment. For the daughters of Eve, He made childbirth a painful and dangerous ordeal: “Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception: in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children.” It was a curse that must have resonated powerfully with Lee. Adam’s sentence was equally familiar to the denizens of Toad Lane: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground.” To Lee and her confederates, these twin punishments summed up most of what they knew of life—hard labor, twice over. And it was not because of Eve’s disobedience. It was because of Adam’s lust.

Decades after Ann’s vision, Shaker theologians found even more scriptural support for her interpretation of the Fall. They pointed out that Adam and Eve’s immediate response to their sin was to cover their genitals with leaves, thus indicating “the principal seat of human depravity.” If sex wasn’t the sin, “why did not the shame fall upon the hand that took the fruit, and the mouth that ate it?” Those same theologians also noted that there was something awfully familiar about the physical form that Satan took in the Garden. “It may easily be determined,” wrote one circumspect Shaker, “where it is that the head of the serpent lieth.”

In the afterglow of her vision, Lee concluded that the only way to restore man’s intimacy with God was to cease participating in “natural generation, or in any of the gratifications of lust.”

—

Released from jail, Lee rushed to a meeting of the Wardley group. As she recounted her revelation, the others were struck by a powerful change in her—a new and potent charisma. They “saw at once that the candle of the Lord was in her hand.” The force of her testimony was so strong that Lee, then in her midthirties, immediately assumed a position of leadership within the group. She adopted the title “Mother,” previously reserved for Jane Wardley. “From this time she was received and acknowledged as the first visible leader of the church of God upon earth.”

In the moment that Lee understood the true nature of sin, she was transformed from an ordinary woman into a “vessel to revive and bring to light His perfect law of righteousness for the direction and salvation of all souls.” The Shakers gradually came to regard Lee’s vision as the opening trump of the long-prophesied millennium: “Here commenced the real manifestation of Christ’s second appearance.” To them, Mother Ann Lee was not just a prophet or a seer of visions. In that damp prison cell, she became a medium for the Second Coming of Christ.

A Tree Like a Burning Torch

By the early 1770s, there were about thirty Shakers living in Manchester. Under Lee’s leadership, they all adopted strict celibacy. They also became more brash in their declarations of the dawning millennium. As a result, they suffered rougher persecution. In the Shaker version of events (the only record that survives), the purehearted believers are repeatedly aided by miracles as they elude mobs of Anglican thugs. When a gang tried to stone Lee, their rocks fell short. When a man departed for London carrying an anti-Shaker petition to King George, he fell dead from his horse.

The Shakers began to move around at night to avoid trouble. One Saturday evening, while walking twenty miles to a prayer meeting, a group of them stopped to rest and eat. By the side of the road, a young Shaker named James Whittaker had a vision of his own. “While I was sitting there,” he wrote, “I saw a vision of America; and I saw a large tree, and every leaf thereof shone with such brightness as made it appear like a burning torch, representing the church of Christ, which will yet be established in [that] land.” The tree, the group decided, represented a flourishing Shaker society in the colonies. “God had a chosen people in America,” Whittaker claimed. It was the “favored land prepared for the building up of Christ’s Kingdom.” Whittaker’s vision was taken as a divine promise that the Shakers’ “millennial church” would be established in North America. They must also have understood that they would enjoy greater freedom of conscience in the colonies.

On May 10, 1774, Lee and eight of her confederates, including her brother William, her niece Nancy, and James Whittaker, boarded the Snow Mariah, a square-rigged packet sailing out of Liverpool for New York. Lee’s husband, Abraham, came along, too, despite his lack of faith. The Wardleys and Lee’s father, along with perhaps fifty other Shakers, remained behind in Great Britain. The crossing took three months. The Snow Mariah’s captain, a man named Smith, despised the Shakers’ loud, arrhythmic singing and herky-jerky dancing. He threatened to throw them overboard, but they kept at it. When, according to Shaker history, a rough sea knocked a board loose from the ship’s hull, Captain Smith announced that they were all doomed. Lee calmly assured him that God would protect his one true church. A moment later, a heavy wave hammered the loose plank back into place.*4

When the Snow Mariah docked in New York Harbor on August 6, the pilgrims split up to find work. William Lee, James Whittaker, and a relatively affluent Shaker named John Hocknell sailed north up the Hudson River to look for cheap land. Ann and Abraham stayed in the city. He found work as a smith. She was hired as a laundress in a home on Queen Street (now Pearl Street). When Abraham fell ill, Lee quit her job to nurse him. Once recovered, he refused to return to work and began spending his days carousing “with the wicked at public houses.” One evening he brought home a “lewd woman” and threatened to marry her if Ann did not resume her conjugal duties. Lee said she’d rather die. Abraham left.*5

Lee was alone in New York City, unemployed, penniless, and living in a small, cold room. A single line from the Shaker chronicle conveys her situation: “She sat down upon the stone, without any fire, sipped her vinegar, and wept.” (Why she kept rocks for furniture and vinegar for drink is not clear.)

The following year, Lee moved upstate and the eight Shakers reunited near Albany, on two hundred acres of land in Niskeyuna that Whittaker and Hocknell had leased from Stephen Van Rensselaer, lord of the manor of Rensselaerswyck. They planted corn and wheat, cleared a small section of forest, and raised a two-story log home. The women slept on the ground floor, the men upstairs. Over the next four years, as the colony around them descended into rebellion, the Shakers improved their meager plot and kept to themselves. The only growth in their ranks came from a handful of believers who emigrated from Manchester and a single American-born convert. Learning the skills of frontier living as they went, they scraped a thin subsistence from their farm and awaited the moment when Mother Ann would open her gospel and commence building the millennial church.

Bedlam

In the spring of 1780, after the skies turned black and the moon went red, pilgrims began coming up the Niskeyuna trail in droves to hear the gospel of Christ’s Second Appearing. Lee had seen their arrival in a vision, and the Shakers had been stockpiling food. At night, the cabin floor was covered with sleeping bodies. More people camped outside.

It is impossible to pin down a clear-cut Shaker theology, especially in the early years when the faith was unwritten. Even once Lee’s successors began to set their beliefs down on paper, Shakers from any two decades might not agree precisely on all of their doctrines. Generally, they believed that Adam and Eve, like all subsequent humans, combined a bodily animal nature with an immaterial soul. By succumbing to Adam’s lust, they allowed the former to dominate. Contrary to modern orthodoxy, the Shakers claimed that Jesus of Nazareth was a mortal man who had been imbued with the “Christ spirit” at the time of his baptism. Since they opposed “natural generation,” they saw it as significant that Christ had been born of a virgin and died without having sex.

The people gathered in Niskeyuna believed that the Second Advent foretold in scripture—an event anticipated by so many of their contemporaries—would not come with the appearance of the messiah or a sudden rapture of souls. The millennium would take the form of the reappearance of the “Christ spirit” and the birth of the millennial church. The Shakers eventually called themselves the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, not Christ’s Second Appearance.*6 The millennium would be a process: the gradual perfection of human society.

According to the Bible, the men and women of the earliest Christian community, the so-called Apostolic Church, experienced certain supernatural “gifts”—they could heal the sick, communicate directly with God, and experience bodily possession by the Holy Ghost. The Shakers, who saw themselves as the second and final iteration of this early church, believed that they had similar gifts. Their sensitivity to the Holy Ghost was manifested in their eponymous activity: shaking.

In their cabin in Niskeyuna, the British Shakers taught their American converts that the millennium had commenced in 1770, when the “Christ spirit” entered Mother Ann and, to a lesser extent, the group of “witnesses” who were gathered around her. Among the Manchester Shakers, Lee was seen as the lead prophet among a group of similarly inspired men and women. The heavenly “gift” was in all of them. As the embodiment of the Second Coming of the “Christ spirit,” Lee was not considered a deity, although later Shakers sometimes spoke of her as if she were. She was a human with a uniquely powerful capacity for revelation. She could take confession, forgive sins, and “search the heart” of her followers. Even after her death, Lee remained the spiritual pillar of the sect. Later generations of Shakers felt her presence actively influencing their lives from the beyond.

—

In the years immediately following the Dark Day, the daily existence of the believers bore little resemblance to the modern image of the Shakers. This was not a quiet community of old women making ladder-back chairs and singing sweetly about “simple gifts.” The converts who gathered at Niskeyuna spared little thought for their material conditions. They were determined to “come out of the World,” to separate themselves from the daily rhythms of life in the colonies and the messy uprising coming to life around them. In the green hill country north of Albany, they lived in the fever and thrill of daily revelation. Their worship was constant but contained no liturgy. Tradition was anathema; spontaneity was the hallmark of spiritual authenticity. No expression was too strange. They danced, shook, and giggled. They made animal noises; they shrieked; they rolled about in the dirt and stamped their feet. Their neighbors claimed that at night the Shakers stripped naked and ran through the dark. The Holy Spirit moved among them. Their bizarro carryings-on certified it.

One of the first accounts of an American Shaker meeting was recorded one week after the Dark Day by Valentine Rathbun, a Baptist minister and one of the sect’s earliest converts. When Rathbun arrived at Niskeyuna, there were only twelve people on the property. He was welcomed, fed, and invited to watch the group worship. They began by sitting on the floor, singing a wordless tune, and violently shaking their heads. The melody and shaking intensified until, as Rathbun describes it, all hell broke loose. The meeting, which sounds more like an Acid Test than an eighteenth-century prayer service, unraveled into complete “bedlam.”


In the best part of their worship every one acts for himself…one will stand with his arms extended, acting over odd postures…another will be dancing, and sometimes hopping on one leg about the floor; another will fall to turning round, so swift, that if it be a woman, her clothes will be so filled with wind, as though they were kept out by a hoop…some sitting by, smoking their pipes; some groaning most dismally; some trembling extremely…Then all break off, and have a spell of smoking, and sometimes great fits of laughter….They have several such exercises in a day.



Although there is no mention of nude dancing in the Shakers’ own reports, early apostates recall the practice with great consistency. Eunice Stanton, who followed her husband into “Zion” before leaving in disgust, contributed to a collection of anti-Shaker writings. “Their religion,” she wrote, “consisted in confessing sin to the leaders, dancing and whirling, speaking in their unknown tongues, as they called it, stripping and dancing naked together, men and women.” Others claimed that Lee’s spiritual ecstasy was fueled by a mixture of dark rum and darkly repressed sexuality. “I have seen the Mother at Niskeuna, in the State of New York, in times of her intoxication, come into a room where many were gathered for a meeting and were, by her own orders, stript naked; I have seen her slap the men, rub her hands on all parts of their bodies, press the men to her bosom and make them suck a dry breast all this time she would be humming and making an enchanting noise.”

The Grand Actress

In a time of intense millenarian expectation, these outlandish displays, so alarming to straight-backed New England Calvinism, struck a chord. Revolutionary New England, it turned out, was a very good place to start a new religion, and the sect grew briskly.*7 Along with the Shakers’ sudden popularity came unwanted attention. Valentine Rathbun, the convert who documented the early prayer meeting, was an ardent patriot who came to resent the Society’s stubborn pacifism. He left the sect to become a full-time Shaker baiter, whipping up hostility by claiming that the Shakers destroyed families and that they called all other Christians “boogers, devils and Sodomites.” Neither claim was totally untrue. Rathbun published a pamphlet titled Discovery of the Wicked Machinations of the Principal Enemies of America, which, like The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, claimed to reveal a secret, far-reaching conspiracy in which the Shakers endeavored to strangle the newborn American Republic in the cradle. The pamphlet even includes a fictional dialogue in which the dastardly King George celebrates Mother Ann’s ability to prey upon “the foolish and superstitious passions of the most ignorant of the Americans.”

In a time of aggressive, insecure nationalism, a group of recently emigrated Brits, led by a woman and denouncing any involvement in the war, raised more than a few red flags. In early July 1780, just a month and a half after the Dark Day, a newly minted Shaker named David Darrow tried to herd a flock of sheep from his farm in New Lebanon to Niskeyuna as an offering to the nascent community. A group of self-appointed patriots, suspecting that Darrow intended to convey the sheep to the nearby frontier, where hungry British soldiers were camped, seized the livestock and brought Darrow before the local magistrate. When the judge pressed him to swear allegiance to the cause of independence, Darrow refused, claiming that his new faith barred him from fighting or taking oaths. He was sent to prison.

Throughout the Revolution, the treatment of those loyal to the crown was brutal. Private mail was scoured for unpatriotic sentiments, and suspected royalists were tarred with scalding pitch. Loyalty oaths were administered door-to-door. Those who refused to sign might have their names printed up in the town square. In the region around Albany, the state of New York established a commission “for detecting and defeating conspiracies,” a sort of Revolutionary War–era House Un-American Activities Committee. Three weeks after Darrow and his sheep were detained, the commission issued a writ for the arrest of the leading Shakers. “Frequent complaints have been made by sundry of the well affected inhabitants of this County,” the warrant read, “that John Partherton, William Lees, and Ann [Lee] Standerren, by their conduct and conversation disturb the publick peace.” In a nicely Orwellian phrase, the commission charged that the Shakers were “daily dissuading the friends to the American cause from taking up Arms in defense of their Liberties.” Within three days, Jacob Kidney, an officer of the court, arrested the three Shaker leaders along with several others who happened to be with them.

The men were locked up in Albany’s Old Fort. Mother Ann created such a fuss that she and a Shaker sister named Mary Parrington were transferred downriver to a jail in Poughkeepsie. The state’s plan was to deliver Lee to British-controlled New York City, where the “grand actress,” as she was called in court, would become the king’s problem. Given their experiences in Manchester, the Shakers felt relatively at home in prison. Their evangelism continued uninterrupted. They even converted a few royalist inmates.

The men were released after four months. A month later, in December 1780, thanks to the intercession of Governor George Clinton, William Lee was finally allowed to pay his sister’s bail. Mother Ann was set free with a stern warning not to do or say anything “inconsistent with the peace and safety of this and these United States.”

—

Now certified traitors, the Shakers were unchastened. That spring, when the weather warmed and the roads dried, Mother Ann, William Lee, and James Whittaker left Niskeyuna on a missionary expedition throughout New England. For the next two and a half years they were constantly on the move, staying briefly in almost forty settlements throughout Massachusetts, Connecticut, and eastern New York. Traveling by foot along the roads and Indian trails that laced through the woods of New England, they went from village to village, spreading the good news of Christ’s Second Appearing and trawling for what Lee called “gospel fish.”

When the trio of missionaries (sometimes joined by others) reached bigger villages, they would set up a small revival. Even during the war, there wasn’t much going on in these towns. The curious, the hostile, and the bored could be counted on to turn out for a bit of hellfire from a strong-voiced evangelist. The outrageous spectacle of a woman speaking publicly about salvation (or anything) helped gather a crowd.

The missionaries’ usual approach was for James Whittaker to stand in the thoroughfare, exhorting passersby to come hear the new gospel. Whittaker, who later succeeded Lee at the head of the Society, was a handsome, fair-skinned man with dark eyes and black hair. His mother had been a member of the Wardley group, and he was the first man to grow up entirely in the Shaker faith. He was deeply devoted to Mother Ann. During one of her longer stints in the Manchester jail, he supposedly kept her alive by pouring milk and wine through the stem of a pipe inserted through the keyhole of her cell. In a style and vocabulary that would have been familiar throughout Puritan New England—the hectoring, semicrazed evangelism that was the legacy of Jonathan Edwards, the defining voice of the Great Awakening—Whittaker unfolded the peculiar notion that the millennium had begun and that the time to forsake sin was now.

When a small group of potential converts was gathered, Mother Ann took over. Unlike Whittaker’s forceful street preaching, Lee’s quiet charisma—her uncanny ability to elicit deep, emotional confessions from total strangers—worked best in private interviews. The conversions she inspired were occasionally so sudden that they seemed physical. Some described a feeling of being dowsed in cold water. Others likened her power to the “operations of an electerising machine.” Lee’s particular genius, her power to “search every heart,” was an intuitive knowledge of people’s needs. She tailored her pitch to the sinner—sometimes humming sweetly, sometimes scolding harshly, sometimes stroking an arm.

—

When Mother Ann and the other missionaries arrived in Harvard, Massachusetts, at the end of June 1781, the town was already in a state of spiritual upheaval. A contingent of Baptists was trying to break off from the township to incorporate its own village, and a small millenarian sect had set up shop in a large house at one end of the main street.*8 The sect, which might more properly be called a cult, had been founded by a pipe fitter turned New Light preacher named Shadrack Ireland who had died three years before the Shakers’ arrival. Like Mother Ann, Ireland preached celibacy. Unlike Lee, he had abandoned a wife and child to share his bed with a series of devoted “spiritual wives.” Ireland prophesied an imminent millennium and claimed he was perfect (freed from sin) and immortal. His home in Harvard, known as the Square House, was equipped with secret escape hatches and a hidden staircase that led to a lookout tower in which the paranoid mystic spent much of his time watching for the arrival of either Christ or the militia. After he died in 1778, Ireland’s followers placed his corpse inside a wooden casket and bricked it into a corner of the cellar. They waited ten months for his resurrection before giving up and burying the pungent box in a cornfield in the middle of the night.

When the Shakers arrived in town, a group of Ireland’s followers was still living communally in the Square House. A handful of them had traveled to Niskeyuna after the Dark Day and expressed interest in hearing more of the Shaker gospel. They were an eccentric bunch. One declared himself the Lord and went around in a brimless cap embroidered GOD. Much of what Lee preached—celibacy, communalism, the dawning millennium—was familiar to Ireland’s flock. She converted a few of them, purchased the Square House, and established it as her base of operations from which to evangelize the surrounding towns.

Word of Lee’s presence in Harvard spread, drawing hundreds of seekers to the town. Most of them were respectable artisan-class Yankees. Some were militiamen or soldiers in the Continental army. Inside the Square House, the Shakers schooled potential converts in their rowdy style of worship. They danced and sang around the clock, making as much noise as humanly possible. Shaker carpenters reinforced the floors of the Square House with heavy timbers so that it could withstand the believers’ violent stomping and leaping. The startled citizens of Harvard claimed that the Shakers’ “hooting and tooting” could be heard two miles away.

Since the days of Jane and James Wardley, the Shakers had required new converts to offer a full confession to a spiritual “elder.” The experience of enumerating all of one’s past sins in detail, lingering especially on carnal indiscretions, helped draw a bright line between the corrupt life in the World and the new, purified existence within “gospel order.” To the Shakers’ antagonists, this practice, combined with their belief in celibacy, carried a disturbing whiff of the church in Rome. At a time and place when it was common to equate the pope with the Antichrist, this imagined connection to Catholicism was almost as damning as the believers’ refusal to fight.

Not long after the Shakers’ arrival in Harvard, people in the town began demanding their expulsion. Angry crowds gathered outside the Square House, threatening violence. It was a drama that was enacted almost everywhere the missionaries stayed for more than a few days. Mobs, inevitably fronted by a coalition of local clerics and cider-soaked militiamen, accused Lee of heresy, witchcraft, treason, and luring wives and mothers from their husbands and children. The most inflammatory accusation, especially given Harvard’s proximity to Boston, the moral nerve center of the Revolution, was that the believers were intentionally subverting the long, exhausting war effort. The idea of a woman leading anything besides a schoolroom was so foreign that some people claimed Mother Ann must be a man in drag. And to the residents of war-addled New England, there was only one reason for a man to dress as a woman: he was a spy. On more than one occasion, thugs broke up prayer meetings, bloodying the lead members and driving off their initiates. Mother Ann may have been sexually abused under the pretense of finding out “whether she was a woman or not.”

While the Shakers probably did dissuade some men from joining the rebellion, they had no special loyalty to Great Britain. When, in October 1781, Lee learned that Cornwallis had surrendered at Yorktown, she knelt and offered a prayer of thanks. The Shakers struggled to remain aloof from the Revolution, but they believed that the fate of the United States was somehow entwined with the coming perfection of society. James Whittaker’s roadside vision of a burning tree—a vast millennial church to be built in the New World—had never faded from view. Lee preached that the Revolution was a work of God, intended “to open the way for the Gospel.”

—

During the summer of 1781, a rumor spread through Harvard that the Shakers were stockpiling food inside the Square House. Hoarding was a serious wartime offense, particularly in the eyes of the underfed mobs who dispensed patriotic justice with pitch and horsewhips. Someone also claimed to have seen Shaker men carrying a chest of guns into the house. In August, the local militia came to search the property. The Shakers let them in, but the soldiers failed to find any weapons or evidence of hoarding.

That winter, the lead Shakers traveled from Harvard to the home of a new convert in Petersham, Massachusetts. As a heavy snow fell, the house filled with initiates and curious locals. In the early evening, as James Whittaker read aloud from the Bible, someone in the crowd shouted, “Knock out the lights.” The room went dark and three men in blackface grabbed Lee by the waist. They tried to drag her outside, but a group of Shaker sisters grabbed her by the arms. After a violent tug-of-war, the men ran off.

Later that night, when everyone but the Shaker elders and their host had left, thirty men charged into the house. They moved from room to room searching for Lee, beating the men as they went. They found Mother Ann in an upstairs bedroom and pulled her feet first down the stairs, sending her dress over her waist. Outside in the snow, they loaded her onto a sleigh and drove three miles to a local tavern. Lee’s brother William was badly injured, but he gave chase on foot. By the time he reached the tavern, the mob had cooled off. The tavern keeper, under pressure from his wife, offered a free round if the men would let Mother Ann go. When Lee promised not to bring charges, they allowed her to leave with her brother.

—

Back in Harvard that summer, on August 18, 1782, the Shakers welcomed converts from throughout Massachusetts to the Square House for a large jamboree. As they danced and sang, creating their usual ruckus, local militiamen gathered outside. By dusk, almost four hundred men had congregated in the street. They demanded that “the Elect Lady” be sent out. Lee, however, was not there. The mob, which by now had been sent away from the Square House empty-handed too many times, refused to disperse. The confrontation devolved into a siege.

A leader of the mob announced that those converts who were from Harvard could return to their homes, but the “distant Shakers” had to leave town immediately. Seeing no other option, the believers formed themselves into a procession. The local Shakers refused to part with their out-of-town brothers and sisters. The entire group was marched seven miles to the edge of town. Men on horseback whipped them as they went. One Shaker later recalled that the forced march out of Harvard was “one continued scene of cruelty and abuse; whipping with horsewhips, pounding, beating, and bruising with clubs, collaring and pushing off from bridges into the water and mud…and every kind of abuse they could invent without taking lives.”

Heaven Is a Place Where Nothing Ever Happens


We shall have one meeting together which will never break up.

—JAMES WHITTAKER



The special appeal of the Shaker gospel was that it offered a total, all-consuming life of the spirit. While Mother Ann proclaimed the gospel of Christ’s Second Appearing, other revivalists—Universalists, New Lights, Freewill Baptists—rode the same trails, offering their own novel visions of salvation to the traditionally Calvinist population of New England. For a weekend, or a month, or even a full season, these traveling evangelists would set up in a tent or barn or open field and lead raucous prayer meetings. Since the evangelists were eager to save as many souls as possible, they tended to focus on the quantity, rather than the durability, of their conversions. When they packed up and moved on to the next town, local enthusiasm inevitably cooled. People who had been reborn in the emotional flurry of communal excitement slid back into the normal rhythms of life. Even when a revival created sufficient local enthusiasm to build a church and establish a permanent congregation, there were still six long days between any two Sabbaths. By contrast, the community that was forming at Niskeyuna and Harvard and in the homes of a few other scattered believers throughout New England left no space for secular life. The converts lived, worked, and worshipped under one roof. James Whittaker said that he wanted Shaker life to be a “permanent revival.”

Joining this endless revival meant giving up the trappings of “worldly” existence, most notably marriage and family. The Shakers not only denounced carnality, they viewed the nuclear household as an impediment to the new millennial dispensation: a citadel of old thinking and anticommunal loyalties. A short hymn expresses the Shaker view starkly: “Of all the relations that ever I see / My old fleshly kindred are furthest from me / So bad and so ugly, so hateful they feel / To see them and hate them increases my zeal / O how ugly they look! / How ugly they look! / How nasty they feel!” This strong prejudice against the biological family unit was shared by almost all nineteenth-century utopians.

Not surprisingly, many of the Shakers’ loudest critics had family members living “within gospel order.” The sect’s feminism made matters worse. Since every effort to promote the rights of women is eventually cast as an assault on the family, the Shakers’ attempt at gender equality was regarded as a direct attack upon the Christian household.

To replace their “old fleshly kindred,” the Shakers invented a new type of home. As they traveled through New England, the missionaries instructed converts within each region to gather onto a single property, usually the farm of some new Shaker. Believers would sell whatever land they owned and bring their livestock, their linens, their tools, and their savings onto the newly formed collective. If an entire family took up the gospel at once, they would cease to live as a family, entering Zion as individuals. An experienced Shaker would then be sent to live with them. To enter the Shaker order was to shed many of the most ancient and universal human customs. Like the secular utopians they would soon inspire, the Shakers actively and consciously redesigned the entire architecture of social relations to reflect their vision of the millennium.

—

On September 4, 1783, the day after John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and John Jay signed the Treaty of Paris, formally ending the war with Great Britain, Lee and her companions returned to Niskeyuna. Their turbulent two-year odyssey through New England had yielded at least a thousand converts.

Over the next two decades, the various farms on which those converts had begun to gather would become the nucleus of the Shaker Zion, a network of eighteen large, prosperous villages. The believers gradually came to conceive of their fledgling community as a favored nation within, but walled off from, the corruption of “Babylon.” In the same way that “Israel” refers simultaneously to a piece of land and a group of people, wherever they may be, the Shakers used “Zion” to describe their physical network of villages and the unified body of believers. The scriptural dichotomy of Zion and Babylon—good and evil made manifest as cities—has been picked up by a wide array of separatists. Even the secular utopians of the nineteenth century spoke of building a communistic Zion within the belly of America’s “industrial Babylon.”

At the end of the Revolution, the Shaker Zion was still makeshift. The believers living on each communal farm began working the land, cooking, and keeping house collectively. Without articulating a plan—that came later—they began practicing an ad hoc sort of communism, pooling their wealth, raising their children cooperatively, and placing their possessions into a common stock.

Lee returned to Niskeyuna looking thin and frail. Life on the road, to say nothing of the beatings she suffered, had taken a heavy toll. She was only forty-seven, but years of poverty and fasting had wasted her once robust body. Her skin was covered in a downy fuzz, a symptom of malnutrition.

In her weakened state, Mother Ann continued to preach the values that would define the United Society in the next century. Speaking to her rapt followers at Niskeyuna, she equated cleanliness and chastity with saintliness. The Zion she conjured in their minds was the precise opposite of the world in which she was born. Toad Lane’s cramped, fetid squalor inspired a passion for uniformity, tidiness, restraint, and a well-scoured home. Order, the defining Shaker virtue, was a reaction to disorder. Lee’s message was stern: “Good spirits will not live where there is dirt.” And: “There are no slovens or sluts in Heaven.”

William Lee had been his sister’s first convert. He was a brawny, good-looking man. Like his father, he worked as a blacksmith. Before joining the Wardley prayer circle, he had served in the Oxford Blues, a mounted regiment of the Royal Guard.
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