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1?%@ end of an era

marked by

By MARIAN B. GODOWN

News-Press Histerical Columnist

Vesta Newcomb — the last survi-
vor of the original Koreshan Unity
settlers — lived most of her life in
“Estero. She remained in the small
.settlement founded in 1894 by mys-
‘tic-minded Dr. Cyrus R. Teed for
- almost 80 of her 95 years, watching
" Florida develop from a raw frontier
(where she once slept in a tent on
-the ground for almost a year) to
the state which pioneered the space |
; prggram.

+ Along the way, she kept up with
, the latest happenings and retained
: her wry sense of humor. At 90, af-
‘ ter she took her first flight from
. Fort Myers to Miami and back, she
‘asked, “How soon can we go
 again?” v
i Vesta was the last of Dr. Teed’s
{ariginal adherents, following him
- to the sultry Southwest Florida wil-
derness almost 85 years ago. Now,
' five years after her death, Vesta is
being honored in a special way that
_would have pleased her. .

~ Approximately 20 acres of uq“%

spoiled pine, palmetto-.and scrub .
oak woodland on the beautiful Est-
ero River near the boat ramp in the
Koreshan State Historic ‘Site have
been deeded to the Florida Audu-
bon Society by George D. Boomer
in memory -of “Sister Vesta’
Newcornb. o

It will be known as the “Sister
Vesta Newcomb Preserve” and will
be retained in its natural state as a.
tribute to Miss Newcomb. = .

memories

dubbed Vesta by Dr. Teed, also had
worked in a variety of interesting
capacities during the eight decades
she lived on the Unity grounds, 16
miles south of Fort Myers.

She had infinite patience with chil-
dren and enjoyed teaching, both in
Chicago and in Estero.

She also learned to operate the
huge linotype machine and helped "
set copy for the Unity’s official per-
jodical, “The Flaming Sword,” and
the original Unity weekly newspa-

er, “American’ Eagle.” She
taught others to set type and assist-
ed in the Unity printing plant until
it was destroyed by fire in 1951.

Vesta performed nursing duties
(later admitting she rebelled at ~

" this), directed the Unity Library
and also helped her mother, ““Sis- "

ter Hattie,” in-running the dining -
room and kitchen, - R

Before the turn of the century,
she” worked at the Unity-operated

sawmill at:the southern tip of Est- -

ero Island during the sect’s enthu- -
siastic efforts to-create. the ‘star- .
shaped community of = ‘‘New

%, Jerusalem” out of ‘the Florida jun-
¥ gle. e

To understand Vesta's life and
times. in Estero, you have to-know
something about - the .Koreshan's
beliefs. 'In an age when Utopian

4 communities were not novel, the

Koreshans stood out. Their unique
theory. was that the earth is.round

"#.and hollow andpeople lived inside
‘it They also advocated- celibacy

(men.and women lived in separate

" All that remains of Sister -
Vesta's home with the.

- A gift of hsmry

to residents of Florida

By MARIAN B. GODOWN
News-Press Historical Coiumnist

When 15-year-old Vesta Newcomb packed her bags in 1894 and left
Chicago for the Southwest Florida wilderness to help build the city of *New
Jerusalem,” the scenic Estero River was at the end of nowhere.

Today, fronting on part of the untouched south side of that fascinating
river where Miss Newcomb swam as a girl, is the newly acquired Vesta
Newcomb Preserve. It is named in memory of Miss Newcomb, the last of

- the original Koreshan Unity settlers, whose love for nature was almost life-

long. .

The 20-acre tract, just west of the boat ramp in the -Koreshan State
Historic Site, was recently deeded .to the Florida Audubon Society by im-
porter George D. Boomer of New York City and Estero. Basically, a wildlife
sanctuary, it will be retained in its natural state and used for the purpose of
research and teaching. Already busloads of pupils have studied the variety
of plants and trees in the preserve.

At the request of the Florida Audubon Sociéty, environmentalist Bill

- Hammond, former head of the Audubon Society of Southwest Florida, and

current president Charles Foster took an inventory of the undeveloped
riverfront woodland. They were aided.by Charles Lee, vice-president of
conservation for Florida Audubon and Craig Hartman, biologist at the Lee
County Nature Center. . .
They found that the property, which runs one-eighth of a mile long,
contains original upland very suitable for wildlife habitat. Sixty percent of
the tract is pure Pine forest, with the rest Palmetto and Scrub Oak, accord-
o “ing to. Foster... There’s natural - .upland. ‘and
- lowland, including a marsh near the river-and a fringe .
“of Mangroves. The- acreage also includes “‘pioneer
“trees” such-as Camphor, stands of. tall. Bamboo, and
large ' moss-draped Live Oaks, Needle ‘Grass and

" Twelve-foot-high river banks line a port
northern boundary.- This area —-ideal for-gopher tor-
“toises — will be used in experiments to help the bur-
“" rowing gopher tortoise make a comeback.

There used to be a colony here, Hammond says,
. but it'was poached out.-Although not endangered, the
edible -gopher.is declining very ‘fast.”Plans call for

At releasing . gopher tortoises with lgigh school students
| assisting in the project. I

mb.in phofo ; “The Jand in the sanctuary was.owned. originally-
comb-in p ofo : by.the Unity:It wa$,.acquired by Mrs.. Boomer (once a

e e e sy, Qwellngs) and communaliving.  Unily setflers, above.
It was a busy time at the Unity. It Coidren of sect members were giv- . - " rightf, @ 26-year-old :

4 to host the Sty: en to the Unity for their upbringing A, :
was preparing to host the Spriig  yny) they. reached 18 fgr females™ .Vesta Ne

Lunar Festival commemorating the and 21 for males

birthday of Dr. Teed's”helpmate, ety

Mrs. Annie G. Ordway. - v ..
Vesta’s two-paragraph death no-
tice in the newspaper mentioned
she did housekeeping at the Pio-
neer Place. ‘But- Lil.lian Newcomb,

The pioneer Koreshan: settlers
were energetic -and dedicated to
‘their . eloquent and charismatic.
leader, Dr. Teed. They believed he

“Turn to VESTA, Page 4D

faken in 1905: ) t_heUr;ity) over half a Century.ago’.

century.
{the state

is being:
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estq rmro o
‘ ‘Uné‘tlxzrfveas%g& 15 years old, a tall
“and slender girl' with long blonde
hair, worn back from her forehead.

" It took hardy souls to endure the
week-long trek from Chicago.
Wearing _ heavy - Victorian-style
clothes, the travelers had to change

now known as.the Koreshan State
élismric Site) was dedicated a dqz-
en years ago. - .
" Today, some of the old frame.
structuges still ‘stand. The gable-
roofed .Art Hall has been r‘estored
to the way it looked during the
sect’s golden years from 1904 to
1907, Here. you can See some of.the
remnants of Dr. Teed’s g(andmse
dream for a city once envisioned to
house 8 million persons.

. Teed’s dream drew converts

froDxri Tilinois, New York and othﬁr

- porthern places to i§olated Estero
on the Florida frontier. Vesta was.

" among the first to leave Chicago in
*1894 to help lay the groundwork fgr
the budding ‘‘Center of the °d

‘of the line at Punta
rc;e::;l:d ttlt::ne ngnis}ht‘ -‘theil_‘ tmpby
sailboat. P -

Sevefal years ago, Vesta, de-
scribed theordeal. o
“We tacked with the ’x'vind this

: way,:-

' Yegamfé? aglda fne ngre all sick.”
At Mound Key, she said, they were

e

trains seven tifnes - before. they -

Vesta .-

rowed in a towboat to Haliway

" Creek where they pushed. north

through the bush carrying their be: -

longings and a parrot in a cage.
‘§Wegsfinally V‘:'eachgd an ox—team{ ;

trail,’7" Vesta- continued, “tug'ned: .
south ‘over”a 'rustic bridge, -and
* there, we. established - our settle
.ment.” (At that-time, sleepy For
‘Myers was a cowtown wi
;350 people.) .

= TWe pit

p C r.tel nd;s
“for: 10° mohths. on./the - (sometimey
_.muddy) ground,” Vesta-said. “W
oked- and ate’around- aibonfire:;
veryone did his:share of thie workl
- During their first winter in' i
~‘Sunshine: State, the transplantel:
"Northerners: Were "in for a b%
--gurprise. Much. to- their disbelie}

h-abouy: |

the: mercury plunged to beloy /
I - -4 ofbark to the hungry people.”. «

. itwith her in the

freezing on December 28, 1804,
About five weeks Jater a more dis-
astrous freeze killed tender young

. shoots of.v,egetatidn, ; .
Vesta: said: that;although after-
wards the Unity grew to be self--
- supporting,. at first ‘“‘there were
. times we:vent hungry.” One win-
ter, she remembered, all they had
to eat was peahuts, o
re’ plentiful.  The
ed a fireboat (a small
fire in its prow which
behind.. by a
cording-to Vesta; :the
<jump < toward the
in:the'boat. ““It was
y job then to stand on the deck of
the -steamer, cook the ‘mullet' on a
kerosene stove and serve it on slabs

. After Vesta’s death, Ernest
Dunning,. a history buff from . Fort
" Myers, described his delightful vis-
Caloosa Quarterly

published by the Southwest: Florida
Historical .. Society.. “The women

- were all dn.this side of the creek,”

“*harribly cold winters”

~ “constitutional.”

Vesta told Mr: Dunning,” “and..the
men on the other side.” Noting a
foot bridge, Dunning  asked if-, it
was there in the old days. ““Oh; no,
no,” Vesta answered quickly, with
a sly twinkle in her bright - blue-
gray eyes. ““There was'a foot logi%
A lover of the arts and music,
Vesta also read up on current
events and never missed the -radio
news and’ weather reports. When
Dunning asked her if she still be-
lieved in the theory that we live'in-
side the earth, she replied, “I-did
until the boys landed on the moon,
When that happened, I knew it
couldn’t possibly be true.” .
Vesta adjusted easily to life in
Florida, principally because of two
! she spent
in Chicago. In Lee County, her
friendly nature and warm coneern
for-others won. her ‘many friends,

- Toddy, learning 6f the ‘meéfnorial to

Vesta, many who knew her.. are
sharing their memories of her.: ;.
All remember how she loved -to .
walk. ‘Spry-and alert even in.her
90s, she didn’t et the years slow
her pace as she tou- her daily

Often, her friends recall, -
carried a Brazilian pepper twig:to
ward off pesky mosquitoes. As she
did not own a car or drive;-she
walked many miles delivering mes-
sages or items. Frequently on her
walks she visited the ranger officés
at the entrance to the state park
along the Tamiami Trail in Estero.

Vesta's close friend, Miss E.G.
Rugg of Iona, reminisced about
how Vesta “could quote poetry-and
writings no end_”’ She wac inllv and




uw seladily alie
carried a Brathan pepper twig.to
ward off pesky mosquitoes. As she
did not own a car or drive; ~iskie
walked many miles delxvermg mes-
sages or items. Frequently on her
walks she visited the ranger offices
at the entrance to the state park
along the Tamiami Trail in Estero.

Vesta’s close friend, Miss E.G.
Rugg of Iona, Teminisced about
how Vesta “could quote poetry and
writings no end.” She was jolly and
witty, too, and delighted in down-
ing a glass of beer and a hamburg-
er, thinking it was ‘‘real naughty.”

Miss Rugg's friendship .with
Vesta started during Dr. Teed's [
lifetime when, as a four-year-old,
she arrived at the Unity. She re-
calls that Vesta lived in: the
“sister’'s dormitory” above - :the
bake shop when the rooms were
closed off with sheets, and later
lived alone in a cottage.

“Vesta was truly wonderful "
another old . friend; Irene Wyka
(Mrs. Raymond C) Holstlaw of
Fort Myers, says. She did an awful
lot of good for a lot.of people: Al-
though she had a sweet disposition,
she was strict. ‘‘She wouldn’t allow
you to talk sassy, but she had the
interests of the children at heart.”

Vesta’s roots - in' the Unity
stretched back to ‘another century
and across a continent. Born on
Nov. 19, 1878, near Stockton, Cal
‘“‘quite close to the big' (redWaod)

trees,” she was the daughter of
Harriet and Martin Newconib.
Newcomb was an English school-
master who immigrated to Canada
where he met and marned her
mother; : . /

Because of her father's xtchy #
foot, her parents moved froni- is-
land to island in the Pacific before
settling for a time in the Fiji Is-
lands and in Hawali, and later iin
Califorria.

' “My mother was an idealist with

a religious turn-of-mind,” Vesta
revealed. When she heard of the
Koreshan Unity, she took the fami-
ly (her brother James was a year
older) to ‘“‘all those meetings” ’in
San Francisco, where Dr. Teed had
recently set up a branch. “We were
about. to be received into the Unity
when my father, only 42, was killed
in a train accident.”’

Advised by, other sect members
to carry on with her plans, Mrs."
Newcomb took her’ children to the
Unity in Chicago.” Vesta left her
mother and’ brotherbehind in the
Windy City to “start out onthis
great adventure” — a new lifé in a
strange, far-off land. Mrs.
Newcomb and James came south
four years later, Vesta said. - !

Vesta suffered from a heart con-
dition. After a brief bout with pneu~
monia, she died Apnl 5, 1974, in the
Naples Community Hospxtal She
was buried in the Unity graveyard
where almost half a century before
her mother was buried.

Because of the maccessbxhty ‘of
the cemetery, Vesta's coffin had to
be moved from the Hearse to a four-
wheel drive vehicle for the trip
_through the woods to the remote
cemetery.

. -With the death of the last mem-
:ber of the ongmal Koreshan Unity
settlers, an era in Southwest Flori-
da has, ended. As. the Unity gets

. ready to open a new headquarters
building ' and " research library
across the Tamiami Trail on Cork-

" screw Road in Estero, oldtimers
say it seems mtmg that this meme-
rable Koreshan -piorieéir should be
remembered with' a gift-that Sym-
bolizes her long .de
Unity. - ¢

Ry




Vesta
o From Page 2D

'was a prophet as of old. Dr. Teed
" called himself Koresh (Hebrew for
. .cyprus) and proclaimed he was the
*."“New Messiah.”’ )

" His followers worked hard. They *
" :leared " the land, . constructed
,_“lusters of buildings, planted gar-
" lens of exotic plants, operated a
.oakery, general store, laundry,
Hoatbuilding, woodworking and
. print and machine shops among
. other businesses. When newcomers

joined the colony, they contributed .
Zall their possessions and their
.. labor, in return for the necessities
- of life. When members left the cult,
.. they could not regain their proper-

v,
e

" "Koreshans — who at one time
_ aumbered 200 strong in Lee County
" —.also took -time out fer culture
...And fun. They boasted a schaool and
2. university, a brass band (with a -
- ‘“practice’ house” far out of 7
.. carshot), a symphony orchestra, -
- and performed pageants and plays,
" indoors in their Art Hall, and out-
- 400rs on a floating stage in a bend
in the river. ,
... The death of Dr. Teed in 1908 left
--the colony shaken to its founda-
.. tions, and it dwindled. At the insti-~
-, gation of Hedwig Michel, present-
.. day director of the historic settle-
_. ment, 305 acres of the Unity’s hold-
- ings were donated to the State of
.. Florida. The Koreshan State Park

Turn To VESTA, Page 5D

-




