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The destination of the small band of pilgrims was unlquvn, but their objective was not. They were
‘scnrching for a home for their religious community. A place free from the meddiesome reporters of the
Chicago Herald, free from lawsuits filed by unhappy husbands seeking the return of the affections and
property of their wives, and, finally, a place they could practice their faith, prove their scientific theories,.and
establish a communitarian so'cicty. They scarcl%cd for the site of the New Jerusalem {from which they planned
to usher in the Kingdom of God.

The group consisted of Koreshan Unity founder Cyrus Reed "Teed, and the three most trusted

members of his “inner court,” Mrs. Annic GG, Ordway, Mrs. 1. M. Boomer, :m'(:I.'Mary Mills, They leflt
Chicago in 1893 determinced to locate “the point ‘where the vitellus of the alchemico-organic cosmos
specifically determines. The position of the sign [that] marks the head of the é:oming dispensation and will
define the location of this greatest of all cities.” ach !ﬁghi. the group sought in devotions guidance for
the following day’s journcy. Dircction came [rom the “Fatherhood ol Being,” the biune or
'hcrmaphréditic deity that Teed first summoned in IIR(s‘) and had since that year guided his activitics. In
January, 1894, the pilgrims reached .I’unt:\ Rassa, Ilorida, a small settlement at the mouth of the
Caloosahatchee River apbroximatcly onc hundred thirty miles south of Tampa and twenty miles west of
Fort Myers.!

There the Koreshans met an clderly German settler named Gustave Damkohler, and his son
Llwin, who were returning home from a Christmas visit o Fort Myers. I'oflowing a briel conversation
Dﬁfnkohler invited the Koreshans to his homestead along the Tistero River, twenty miles down the coast.
Damkohler, who had been a Ilorida pioncer for nv:n'!y a decade, had Tost his wife in child-birth, and all
but one child to the treacherics of frontier life. A man in need of C()mp:mio;whip, the old German was
particularly receptive to the pampering of the Koreshan women and the prospect of a great cily rising on

his property. ‘Teed later reported that the Diving Being had orchestrated the encounter.?

The banks of the Tstero River along the sparscly inhabited southwest coast of Florida scemed the
ideal location for.the New Jerusalem. listero straddled potential trade routes and although accessible only

to ships of shallow draught a harbor could be obtained to serve Jarger vessels. The Koreshans considered

it potentially the “greatest commercial thoroughfare of the world,” and the central distribution center for
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world-wide- commerce.” The site also appeared suitable because of is isolation. Isolation could provide

the Koreshans with time to train and organize members into a manageable and disciplined religious order.

Fort Myers, the closest city, was a baclc\vard village, and the Tort Myers Press could not harass the

utopians as did the Chicago Ilerald. Divine guidance notwithstanding, the Koreshans sought and found a

location for their cnterprise 111;11 pron.ﬁscd seclusion and prosperity.d

At the center of activity was the charismatic leader of the Koreshan Unity, Cyrus Reed Teed.
Teed was a product of the “Burned-Over .Di‘slricl" in New York and a family that traced its lineage to the
Reverend Jonathan Edwards and Vice President Aaron Burr.  Although cxpccl.;d to enter the ministry,
his preference for science led him to medicine. Tle interrupted his studies at the New York Eclectic
Medical College to scrve as a surgeon in the Union army from 1863 (o the end of the war. Afterward he
completed his education at the 'l"homnsonimfslylcd medical school where he had begun his studics.
From the beginning of his medical pmci.i?c ”hc preferred scientific inguiry (o the humdrum routine of
patient care. ITis search for a method of dirceting and regulating “human fife forces,” dramalically led him
toward alchemy. A great [)X:Cﬂklhl'()ugh occurred in the autumn of 1869, In the midst of an experiment
he discovered the philoséphcr's stone, turned base metal into gold, and summoned the ”Faihcrhood of
Being” encompassed in the body ol a goddess. The goddess stood before him with  “golden tresses of
profusely luxuriant growth” cascading over her shoulders, standing upon a silvery crescent, and grasping
Mercuryzs Caduccus.  She revealed to Teed the seerets of the cosmos and identificd him as Koresh, the
seventh and ultimate divine representative  responsible for  pathering the flock for the coming
millennium.?

The goddess not only revealed Teed’s divinity, but also disclosed knowledge of the true nature of
the universe. The universe, he learned, was enclosed in a hollow carth. The sun, a great clectro-magnetic
battery occupied thg center of the sphere, and mankind resided on the interior crust of the globe. Energy
radiating from the light side of the sun reached the carth’s crust where it changed from positive to
negative charge and returmned to the sun’s dark side, thercby rejuvenating the solar battery and insuring
perpetual operation,  Teed’s unusual description of the cosmos closely paralleled the alchemist’s

philosopher’s egg in which he first transmuted gold from base metal. ‘The ecarth itsclfl served as a scaled



philosopher’s egg, and the sun provided the source of heat required to initiate the alchemy. The basc
metal to be transmuted into noble metal was mankind. ‘Transmutation would come when the followers
of Teed, 288,000 strong, metamorphosed into 144,00 hermaphroditic saints, biunc in nature like the
“Fatherhood of Being.”®

The alchemical theme is evident throughout cvery arca ol ‘Teedss philosophy, from cellular
cosmology to Koreshan communitarianism.  Though the curious ideas he articulated: following the
“Illumination” represent an amalgam of Swedenborgianism, Christianity, -spiritualism, and socialism,
- alchemy served as the overarching principle. Tven the New Jerusalem project offers cevidence of Teed's
alchemical convictions. e pictured the city thusly:

In its center is 1o rise the most magnificent temple the world has ever scen--the great fame of the

Koreshans. Around this temple is to run in a circle a placid sheet of waler (an arm of the

Estero), and around that, the arcadium, a complex ol structures wherein schools, gymnasium,

cte., are Lo be housed . . . Two principal streets, cach 400 feet wide are to intersect the whole city,

and these are to be called meridian way, north and south, and parallel, cast and west while two
diagonal streets, cach 200 feet wide, arc to cross. ‘The diameter of the octagon from side to side is
to be exactly onc-hall of a mile, and within the inner space is 1o be a finc park, with the

Triumphia Octogonia near it . . .. The whole city is to be surrounded by a circular boulevard,

and the lengih of the octagon has been taken from the diameter of the circle, the diagonal of the

squarc of which is ten times that distance, “which is our way of squaring the circle’ . . . . Placed at
equal distances near the circumference are to be twenty-four distributing centers or stores.”
The boulevard encircling the Zion in the wilderness symbolized the philosopher’s cgg. At the center of”
the city was the Korcshan temple--the source of light and the impetus of change, or the fire necessary for
the alchemist’s transmutation. And, finally, the base malerial fo he made noble were the people
traversing the great avenues, and attending the schools and gymnasiums.

TFollowing the arrival of Teed and his frio of disciples at Tistero came two groups of Koreshans
from Chicago. The first consisted of four men succeeded by the second, a contingent of thirty men and
women. They purchased land, organized members, and began constructing New Jerusalem in carnest.
By the end of the year the community and,its one hundred members had purchased a sawmill and planer,

erected several communal buildings, begun small agricultural experiments, and launched the Guiding Star

Publishing Ilouse. Harmony and goodwill reportedly filled the air as they built the city at the “center of

8

_the universe.”

Realization of the ambitious project required financial and physical cffort beyond the means of



one hundred members. “We want men,” wrofe T'eed, “men with money, men without money, and men
and money; but above all we want men.” Ile then added, “We will, however, take money without men . .
..”? The commiunalistic alternative he promoted :appcaléd 1o both men with money, and those without.

The Koreshan ccoriomic program was a curious and scemingly contradictory admixture of
socialism and capitalism. Teed ir.ltcndcd it to- mollify labor and capital while unilying them into a
streamlined, highly cfficient industrial machine. The Koreshan social critith, though; was typically.
socialistic.  They concluded that under caﬁtalism workers earned merely hall the value of their output,
while employers ‘received the othér hall.  Teed argued that since “the basis of wealth is the relation of
labor to the resources of Nature . . .,” the only cquitable system was one that cquated cost according to
labor and resources rather than capital.'

Simultaneously, Teed sympathized _.wilh Ytl]’iil:lﬁsis.ﬁlc(ﬁd with “Demand for higher wages or
ch:mgc‘ of conditions [that] inevitably brings about inharmony [sic], strikes, lockouts, and other troubles,

”

which véry often swamp the enterprise 1o lhc'cx-ﬂirc ruin of the owners . . . .” Under the existing system
workers found themselves trapped in wage-slavery with little choice but revolution and, concomitantly,
industrialists, struggled .against disruption, disharmony, and bankruptey--or \vo.rsc if they c.apitulatcd to
the avaricious demands of labor--Iabor unionism. As Teed saw the situation, “The spirit which moves the
corporate powers of the world to cncroach upon the righ!..s of the masses, is the same as that which moves
the working classes into the conspiracy of labor unionism.” Il Koreshan communitarianism could remove
th.c:spirit of dissent and blend the interests of cvery segment of society by cducaling capitalists, laborers,
and middle class about their mutual interests, then !'cvoluti(m could be averted. Teed offered a choice,
which, in‘his words, “is not only a good thing lor the poor man, or man of moderale means, but it is
cqually a good thing for the man who has considerable wealth.”  Tlis program of “genuine” socialism,
offered a ”consociz}tion of the capital of the world ,:x!rc:;dy accumulated, with the industry of the world, as
would destroy their existing and abnormal [my cmphasis] relations, and thereby climix;atc the current
conflict.!! Only,hi; plan could avert disaster.

Lffecting. the necessary cducation could be accomplished best by creating a model for the world to

emulate. When the warring classcs recognized that the Koreshan system at Estero was the most efficient



and equitable yet devised, they would experience @ change ol nature and join the cause. The Korcsh:m
example would radiate beyond their New Jerusalem and change the world.

The Koreshans guaranteed all participants a stake in the cconomic syslem by allowing them to
buy stock in the Koreshan Unity, Incorporated (chartércd in New Jersey on September 26, 1903). The
Co-opc'rativc: division of ﬂw: enterprise was the least restrictive and non-religious arm of the corporation.
Members received the benefits of a communistic life without contributing all their possessions into the
common treasury or accepting Koreshan religious dogma.  The division was open to labors without
money, individuals and moncy, and simple investors.  In cach case the rcl.;lionship with the Unity

- ceniered around the purchase of stock. Stock sold for ten dollars a share, with the Unity retaining the
right to repurchase any sharcs put on the market. Annual surphﬁmcs were o be distributed 1o prevent the
increase of value and thus limit speculation.

Participants r'cccivcd Unity supporl -in establishing 1 business cqual in value to the number of
shares tl;ey purchased. As an cxample, for a two hundred fifty dollar investment (theoretically the
maximum single purchase) the Unity would cstablish an individual in the fish department of the
cooperative communistic division. It provided a boat, engine, ncts and 1ools worlh two hundred filty
dollars. In return all fish and proceeds were divided cqually with the Unity. The valuc of the enterprise
varicd with the number of shares an individual purchased. A large investor could qualily for a steamship
line, whereas a small investor might reccive nothing more than a modest farm.  In cvery case, however,
thxc relationship between the investor and (he Unity represented something akin to  industrial
sharecropping. The Unity sct up a business in refurn for an cqual share of the proceeds, '

The benefits, though, went beyond business partnership. The Unitly promised to furnish the
sharcholder and his ‘familyv with food, clothing, and shelter. Furthermore it pledged to cducate children
and provided ”ﬁrs: 'protcction, waler, ice, . tgﬁ]cphonc service, clectric lighting, steam  laundry, boat
excursions, picnics, outings, theater, a church “free of a contribution box,” and all the benefits of every
municipal institution.”’® TIntent and practice did not always meet in Lstero.

The Koreshans recognized that many laborers might possess interest in their project, and

desirable skills, but no cash for investment, In that situation a worker could join by trading labor for



shares. The worker chosc his department of employment and reccived wages al the prevailing union rate,
“along with free room and board. Once half his wages on account cqualled the value of the sharces he
requested he received stock. Tle then. assumed cqual footing with members that had paid cash for their
stock. Labor and capital found lhc'm‘sclvc-s on cqual footing, thus climinating conflict. In the cvent that
stockholders éhose o leave éhc community, they could cither exchange their holdings for seven percent
stock--like that available to the public-;an(.! receive inferests rather than dividends, or scll the stock back
o the community at par.

Cooperative members had complete discretion over family life, thouéh every resident of the
community was expected to contribute useful labor to the Unity. “The Koreshan Unity,” warned Teed,

“is not a charitable institution,”!

and as a result, womcn: men, and children were required to
contribute enough labor to oflsct their cxpénsé to the corporation.

The only serious restriction felt by the cooperative _mcmhcrs was a lack of organizational
mobilily.. Only members of the religious Qrdcr cver atlained positions of léadcrship. Although the
Koreshan advertised full community beneflits and opportunitics for all who purchased stock and toiled on
Unity projects, only thosec who embraced the Koreshan faith ascended to the ranks of 1cadcrsﬁip.'5

Leadership within the Koreshan Unity required membership in the Socicty Arch-Triumphant.
Incoming members of this order first joined the ouler court, or the Investipate order.  This first step
served two purposes. It allowed the member a sample of life within a communal cclibate order without
ﬁrs:t making a commitment {o stay permancntly. Tiqually important, it allowed the Unity leaders to see il
the religious novice could abstain from carthly vices and sacrifice “cverything pertaining to individual
loves.” Upon joining the Socicty, all personal property transferred to the community. Family members
were sebamtcd,. with children falling under the care and direction of the Unity until they reached the legal
age.. Tollowing the probationary period, thc...‘p'(‘w!t.ﬂap! enlered the Feclesia order of the Society Arch-
Triumpﬁant and achicved full membership in the Koreshan religious and communalistic order. Every

dircctor and manager of the Koreshan Unity belonged to this order, and like all members of the Society

Arch-Triumphant they led celibatc lives.1®

The rationale of abstinence within communal orders has developed along several lines. In



keeping with his cfforts to find scicntific explanations for the prophecies of the Scriptures Teed. developed
a “scientific” rationale for cclibacy. Man, according to ‘Teed, had within him the power to overcome
death. That power could be accessed through continence. By abstaining from scxual intercourse, and
following Teced, the lifc forces would be conscerved and immortality achieved. Teed explained that
"It is'not gencrally known that there is a hidden life principle in man called the hidden manna; the
secret of that substance is in the sex function itscll; and in the power to conserve the sex
potencics, and to correctly appropriate them, resides the great sceret of Immortal life.!”
Celibacy for the Koreshans was not, as with several religious groups, a bmcticc to develop a closer
relationship with Christ in preparation for the marriage with the “Lamb,” bul rather it was parl of a
_ scientific method to obtain immortality. OF course the question could be raised as to the necessity of
vimm.()rtality on the heals 6f the millennium, or for that matter the need to creale a new cconomic order
for all of mankiqd when the new age was i‘mrr;inc‘.nt, but ihosc are sublle questions Teed chose not to
address. His orientation between this world and the next shifted unnervingly. Nevertheless, his followers
remaineci absolutely dedicated to him.

Early in 1896 thc Koreshans .complcf.cd their first large buildings, which included a communal
dining hall and school building. Tree lined broad walks took shape, sea walls rose along the banks of the
Istero River, and a large ditch drained the ubiquitous wetlands. When the community moved en masse
to Estero in 1904, active operations included utility and clectric works, sculpture and concrete plants, tin

~
works, mattress making, hat and basket weaving shops, a shoc shop, a blacksmith shop and the
cdmmunity’s pride--the Guiding Star publishing house. In Bristol, Tennessee, they purchased a furniture
plant, and the group launched negotiations to purchase two hundred thousand acres of land from the
government of Monduras.'® Members believed it their destiny to remake the world,

Unfortunately, the New Jerusalem never arose from the Florida swamps to rival the great citics of
history. Today, only a few buildings'0['-.',‘(.h'c': Koreshan Unity remain.  The grand boulevards, the
magnificent parks, and the splendid temple never materialized. The dream of creating ﬂlc New Jerusalem

vanished with the death of Teed in 1908. Teed fled the world to avoid the spirit of dissent, but following

his death dissent {lourished in Estero and the community centered a period of conflict and decline.
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