John Ruskin’s American Utopia:

a Survey of Ruskinite Intentional
Communities, Colleges, and Universities
in Tennessee, Georgia, Missouri, Illinois,

and Florida—1894-1967

by

A. McA. Miller



CHAPTER ONE: RUSKIN, TENNESSEE

The proposals for social and economic change uttered by the British critic of art and
economics, John Ruskin (1819-1900), may seem to have found an unlikely resting place on the
central west coast of Florida. Nonetheless, from 1909 to its legal dissolution in 1967, the
Commongood Society of Ruskin, Florida, stood as sole survivor of the loosely linked group of
Ruskinite experiments in America.

Beginning in 18941, with a communalistic venture in Ruskin, Tennessee, these
experiments are linked by a small cadre of concerned social theorists, editors, educators, and
even investors. The venture in Tennessee collapsed after five years, but regrouped itself briefly
in Ruskin, Georgia, just south of Waycross.” In 1903 Ruskin College in Missouri became
Ruskin University in Glen Ellyn, Illinois, and affiliated with the Ruskin University Alliance in
Chicago. A form of economic warfare undermined the midwestern Alliance, and in 1906 the
President, the vice-president, and several faculty members of the former Ruskin colleges joined
with the Dickman brothers from Sedalia, Missouri, to found the Ruskin Homemakers’
Association (later the Commongood Society) of Ruskin, Florida. From 1910 through 1918
Ruskin, Florida, had a degree-granting work-study college. Although the college did not survive
World War I and the death of its president, the Commongood Society of Ruskin, Florida,
remained active through the Depression Era; not until 1967 did the Commongood Society grant
its lands to Hillsborough County. Continually in search of a viable format and locale, those who
shared John Ruskin’s communitarian ideals in America moved vaguely southwards. Their
sources in the thought of the British sage, however, had less direction and even more diversity.

Before the decade of intermittent silence, brilliance, and mental collapse that closed his
long life, Ruskin had been among the most prolific of Victorians. His early theocentric

aesthetics, manifest in the opening volumes of Modern Painters (1843, 1846), helped establish



his posture of almost feudal authority, even as they assured the reputation of the painter J. M. W.
Turner. As late as his addenda to The Political Economy of Art (1857), revised and published as
Munera Pulvis in 1872, Ruskin claims “the Divine authority as the only Paternal power” that

makes men “brethren.” He continues, “All human government is nothing else than the executive

expression of this Divine authority.”

Even when the rigor of Ruskin’s evangelical Anglicanism
relaxed into a more diffuse and benign religion of humanity, his high sense of mission remained.
His social conscience is more memorable in the chapter titled “On the Nature of the Gothic” in
The Stones of Venice (1852). Individualism and craftsmanship, he asserts, must be reconciled in
the modern workplace, for:
You must either make a tool of the creature, or a man of him. You cannot

make both. Men were not intended to work with the accuracy of tools, to be

precise and perfect in all their actions . . . . On the other hand, if you will make

a man of the working creature, you cannot make a tool. Let him but begin to

imagine, to think, to try to do anything worth doing; and the engine-turned

precision is lost at once.”
As the later phases of the British industrial revolution brought the working-man’s plight more
into the public consciousness, Ruskin turned to theories of economic reform, to educational
ventures for workers, and to small-scale social experiments to ease his increasingly painful sense
of responsibility for public life. Urging the wealthy to feel responsible for human life beyond the
“cash nexus” decried by his friend Thomas Carlyle, Ruskin wrote in Unto this Last, “Just as the
soldier’s profession is to defend the country, and the pastor’s is to teach it, the Merchant’s is to
provide for it.””> By defining a merchant as capable of an honorable mission beyond the interests
of mere cupidity, Ruskin became an early spokesman for humanitarian economics. Even
questioning Sir Kenneth Clark’s judgment that Unto this Last is one of the great prophetic books

of the nineteenth century, one must recognize both the sheer power of its rhetoric and the purity

of its motive:



THERE IS NO WEALTH BUT LIFE. Life, including all its powers of love, of

joy, and of admiration. That country is the richest which nourishes the greatest

number of noble and happy human beings; that man is richest, who, having

perfected the functions of his own life to the utmost, has also the widest influence,

both personal and by means of his possessions, over the lives of others.

Urging the educators of England to follow his example, Ruskin himself taught at the
Workingmen’s College, and donated much of his extensive private collection of paintings,
drawings and mineral specimens to public museums, including the small museum he founded at
Sheffield. By word and example, urging men to create a more humane society, he spent thirteen
years writing letters to the workingmen of England. Tucked among the vast digressions of Fors
Clavigeria (1871-84) are his suggestions and rules for the utopian Guild of Saint George.
Communal ownership of land, an emphasis on cottage industry, and enforcement of purity in
manufactured products and personal life are ideals which Ruskin’s utopian plans share with
those of his contemporary Tolstoy and his distant pupil Gandhi. Although Ruskin’s Guild of
Saint George was a very small venture (32 members by 1879, 54 by 1884), Ruskin had long
contended that a social experiment had no inherent problem of scale. “Laws of human action,”
he wrote, “are precisely as authoritative in their application to the conduct of a million men, as to
that of six or twelve.”™® Problems of scale, of course, certainly are factors in the evaluation of
social experiments. But Ruskin’s miniscule Guild in rural Great Britain was far less influential
in America than were “the Master’s” voluminous works urging society to reform. Quixotic and
paradoxical as ever, Ruskin late in life became his own publisher—printing fine editions often
too expensive for his presumed audience of “workingmen.” Ruskin’s prose was far more
influential than his utopian Guild, and his own fine editions were less circulated in American
than were the pirated editions. By the time American intentional communities assumed Ruskin’s

name, the Victorian sage was in his long years of decline; his American emissaries were

international travelers like Walter Vroom’, who helped establish Ruskin College in Missouri, and
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John C. Kenworthy'®, an ardent Ruskinite and Tolstoyan who lectured on “Best Means of
Promotion of Social Progress” at Ruskin University in Glen Ellyn, Illinois'".

Among the American-born disciples of Ruskin, few were more influential than Julius A.
Wayland. Wayland grafted Ruskinite ideals to his own brand of midwestern socialism'? and—
through a subscription-building scheme for his newspaper The Coming Nation—raised money
for the first Ruskin in America. Utopia was to be in Tennessee; to become a utopian, one had to
add 200 names to the subscription list of Wayland’s newspaper. Although Wayland and his
group had sought an ideal site for the colony since May, 1891," their first location at Tennessee
City, some fifty miles west of Nashville, was not auspicious. Controversy over choosing the site
had aggravated dissension among the editorial staff, and the land was not suitable for farming.
As a devotee of John Ruskin’s economics, Wayland should have remembered the Master’s
insistence on agriculture, along with his dictum, “The best and simplest general type of capital is
a well-made ploughshare.”'* Early colonist Earl Miller remembered Wayland’s selection of
Tennessee City as the first of three mistakes that proved fatal to the colony” “The colony needed
timber for its building, but even more it needed agricultural land. It was unfortunate that
Wayland did not foresee the need and the value of farming in such an experiment.”"

Wayland may well have counted on a continued increase in subscriptions to fund the
community. Even after he left Tennessee, his inflated goals remained. Grace Stone records,
“With a goal of 100,000 subscriptions, the profits estimated at $23,000 a year, would be turned
over to the association to buy land, the home of the co-operators.”'® But when the Ruskinites
arrived in Tennessee City, they were thousands of subscriptions short of their goal.

After one and one-half years in Tennessee City, the colony was moved to an even more
isolated location—Cave Mills—several miles farther from the railroad. Although the new

location would be better for farming, the community was about legally to lock down two of these



mistakes which, according to Earl Miller, destroyed Ruskin, Tennessee. Wayland’s next step
was to secure a charter under which to do business, “This charter,” as Earl Miller noted, “was
taken under the Mining and Manufacturing Laws of Tennessee . . . . This charter would have
been all right for a purely publishing business, but not a cooperative business.”'’ Some five
years later, that faction of charter members which Isaac Broome called the “Injunctionists” was
able to obtain a series of injunctions against the Ruskin Cooperative Association (RCA),
claiming that the original charter did not allow the RCA to build new buildings, to pay for the
maintenance and collective lodging of its members, or to operate a school and lyceum.'®
According to the “Injunctionists,” then, the Ruskin colony was authorized to hold land—but to
do little more. The Coming Nation, of course, was J. A. Wayland’s focus of attention; but it is
far from clear that the “old gang’s” challenge to Ruskin’s charter could have withstood review
by a court higher than that of the local “court house gang.” As recorded in the Tennessee State
Library and Archives in Nashville, the by-laws of the charter form a versatile and comprehensive
plan, allowing a full range of community activities.

A necessary, if not sufficient, cause of the downfall of the Tennessee RCA was Earl
Miller’s “mistake number three.” All but one of the original colonists, those who earned their
membership by raising 200 newspaper subscriptions, were given two votes—one for the husband
and one for the wife. Newer colonists could buy into the colony for $500 a share, but only the
shareholder could vote. The core of charter colonists, then, had two votes—automatically—per
family." Later colonists had only one vote for each $500 invested. As they saw it, “seven men
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practically cast 14 votes. Earl Miller noted that this mistake “caused more ill feeling among

the later arrivals than any other one thing. In fact, the situation became so intolerable that it was

the direct cause of breaking up a notable and noble experiment.”’



Other explanations for the failure of this colony may be more eloquent or more
generalized, but—in context—colonist Earl Miller’s three causes are accurate and succinct;
whereas Isaac Broome’s The Last Days of the Ruskin Co-Operative Association (Chicago:
1902)* is prolix and fiery. Walter G. Davis’ “Failure of the Ruskin Colony” in Gunton’s
Magazine blames, among other causes, the alleged fact that “the communal life made the people
lazy.”* This slur brought a defense of Ruskin from former colonist and composer of the
“Colony Notes” for The Coming Nation in Tennessee and Georgia, H. C. McDill. His article
“Why Ruskin Colony Failed” in Gunton’s Magazine is a spirited paean to the colonists’
industriousness.”* This defense was disputed in an anonymous editorial statement of eight pages
set immediately at the end of McDill’s article titled “Why All ‘Ruskin Colonies’ Fail.” The
utopian scheme, contends an editor of Gunton'’s, is “ill-adapted to an embryonic state of

civilization like the present.””*

As the “non-injunctionists” in Tennessee attempted to correct Wayland’s original charter,
they clipped a further link into the chain of events that was to loop among the Ruskinite
experiments from England, through Tennessee and Georgia, from Missouri to Illinois, and

finally to Ruskin, Florida.

To combat the first injunction filed in November, 1898, the newer Tennessee colonists
sought the legal advice of a Chicago attorney soon to be president of Ruskin Colleges in
Missouri, Illinois, and Florida—George McAnelly Miller (1857-1919).%

The contentious and eccentric Alfred S. Edwards forms a further connection between the social
experiments in Tennessee and Florida. He had disagreed with Wayland and had left the staff of
The Coming Nation before it moved to Tennessee. Hearing that Wayland had argued with the

new colonists about his own low salary,”® Edwards returned—*“to stir up dissension among the



charter members of the establishment of the colony.”™’ In the new utopia, all were to have the
same salary. The fact that Wayland was founder and editor, even the fact that he had to pay for
the newsprint, should not entitle him to more than $7 a week, said Edwards. After only one year
in his utopia (July 1894-July 1895), Wayland left Tennessee, leaving the colonists with the
presses and The Coming Nation. Soon after, A. S. Edwards assumed the editorship. Although
his term as editor was brief, Edwards and his son stayed with the Tennessee colony.”®  His son,
Ray G. Edwards, a gifted violinist and woodworker, would later move to Ruskin, Florida, and
marry a daughter of Ruskin College president G. M. Miller. A. S. Edwards then moved to
Ruskin, Florida, where he retired so thoroughly that he became “a fellow who wouldn’t look

down at a snake.””

Undaunted by expulsion from utopia and $2000 richer for having returned four shares of
stock to the colonists, Wayland went back to Kansas to establish The Appeal to Reason, another
socialist reform paper that soon became the “most popular and widely circulated in the United
States.”® Eugene V. Debs, who as a young man had been influenced by The Coming Nation,
was among the early subscribers of The Appeal to Reason. After Wayland’s conversion to
socialism, even after his experience in Tennessee, the editor remained a lifelong controversialist
and advocate of the ideas of John Ruskin. Had Wayland lived another seven years to celebrate
the centenary of Ruskin’s birth, he would have savored George Bernard Shaw’s pungent praise

of Ruskin’s influence among reformers:

I have net in my lifetime some extremely revolutionary characters; and quite a
large number of them, when I have asked, “Who put you on to this revolutionary
line? Was it Karl Marx?” have answered, “No, it was Ruskin.” Generally the
Ruskinig? is the most thorough-going of the opponents of our existing state of
society.



The Ruskin Cooperative Association of Tennessee lasted nearly four years after Wayland
left. Relocated in Cave Mills, renamed Ruskin, the community grew to some three hundred
members. It attempted to meld Bellamy’s prescription for social harmony in Looking Backward
with Ruskinite ideals of educational and economic organization—all under the provisions of the
Mining and Manufacturing Acts of Tennessee. John Ruskin had contended, in theory, that all
workers, regardless of skill, should be paid equally. The RCA by-laws specified, “All members
of the Association shall receive the same compensation for each day’s labour performed, or a
proportional amount for each fractional part thereof.”** Although essentially feudal in design,
John Ruskin’s Guild of Saint George was to allow for freedom of religious preference.
Similarly, the RCA by-laws specified, “The Association shall in no way interfere with the free
exercise of individual tastes, desires, and preferences in all private, religious, and domestic

affairs.”™

Although Ruskin had specified that a “Master of the Guild” would be the arbiter of his
social experiment, he conceded that “government is always necessarily by council.”** The RCA
by-laws stipulated an Executive Board consisting of President and first and second Vice-
Presidents—all positions to have a one-year term, with provisions for re-election.”> John
Ruskin’s original scheme for the Guild was more autocratic than the elective process of the RCA
in Tennessee; still, the RCA by-laws allowed strong centers of authority; “All orders of foremen
and superintendents must at all times be obeyed.”™® In his essay “Nature of Wealth of Labour,”
John Ruskin had contended, “All cost and price are counted in Labour.”’ Without considering
Ruskin’s caveat that the relation of currency to available labor is “far other than simple,”® the
Tennessee Ruskinites issued scrip—negotiable within the colony—in denominations of hours.

Even the RCA’s de facto discrimination against women (if the husband bought the share, the

wife was not automatically enfranchised) had some basis in John Ruskin’s thought.
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Repeatedly, Ruskin’s emphasis on educating all classes was echoed in the RCA by-laws.
On paper, at least, education was to be universal and community-supported: “The Association
shall furnish all teachers, books, apparatus, and necessary appliances for the most thorough
instruction of the children of the members in such lines as they show the most aptitude.”’ More
succinctly, the by-laws state, “No member of the Association shall be permitted to allow his

children to grow up in ignorance.”*’

Looking only at the community’s by-laws and at the purity of its intentions, a reader of
The Coming Nation might well have foreseen success for Ruskin, Tennessee. And for a while,
the RCA showed strong signs of prosperity. “The Printery,” a sound three story building 50 by
100 feet, housed the communal dining hall and theatre on the third floor, a composing room,
mailing department, barber shop, and library on the second floor, and The Coming Nation
business office, reform book center, stockroom and pressroom on the first floor.*!

In the dining room, the Ruskin Brass Band often played during supper, and a sense of
high spirits pervaded even the menus. For July 26, 1896, for example, the meal featured
Potatoes a la Debs, Boned Turkey a la Imperative Mandate, Sliced Tomatoes a la Ruskin, Green
Beans a la Socialiste, and Co-operative Salad.** As factions among the colonists split even
wider, however, the edges of festivity wore thin. Such, at least, is the report of [saac Broome, an
artistic designer and educator, whose vitriolic book The Last Days of the Ruskin Co-operative
Association (1902) is the most detailed and ideologically outraged account of life in Ruskin,
Tennessee. As Broome saw it:

The Ruskin dining room is common. It is the great arena where you can see at a

glance the good or ill breeding of the people. The first move they make is

enough. The way they jerk out the chairs, or slam them on the bare floor, three

hundred of these slammings at a time, or in rapid succession, furnished the senses

with considerable delight. In addition we have a number of babies in cribs whose
mothers have to wait on tables. These are not trained to quiet and maintain a
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vigorous protest against lying alone. To this may be added the concentrated top

voices of the majority and the clatter of dishes; children pounding the table with

spoons, often on trays to amuse them, and you can imagine the hellish din of a

communal dining room in Ruskin Colony."
Beyond his mere fastidiousness, Broome had professional reasons to be unhappy with the RCA;
he is a less than reliable narrator. A quite different but just as biased impression of the
communal dining room in Ruskin comes from Harold J. Shepstone’s article for The Wide World
Magazine. “It is, indeed, a grand sight to watch these hardy pioneers of labour partaking of their
midday meal, with a kindly, frank courtesy towards each other which plainly bespeaks their full
confidence in their belief that equality alone brings true happiness and contentment.”*

Broome’s bitterness at the failure of the RCA stems largely from his role as resident
educator for the colony. As he saw it, school age children in Ruskin simply ran wild; the
colonists were in clear violation of their own by-laws.45 John Ruskin, of course, had stressed the
role of the arts in education. Bloome’s most concrete emulation of Ruskin’s theories seems to
have been the bust he carved of John Ruskin. It adorned the east wall of the dining room,
which—in the latter days of the colony—was also used for country dances, which Broome
deplored. Bloome’s patrician dismay at the low culture of Tennessee hill-folk, which he
assumed to have corrupted the colony, heightens one’s sense of a community divided. His
outraged account of a disturbance in the “great hall” of the Printery, drives home his point that
the trappings of high culture do not reform the masses:

The dance had become a mob of howling dervishes. The orchestra was broken

up. A country fiddle furnished the music. A tough was in command. Some of

the native toughs worked in. Floor battering and yelling drowned the fiddler. The

girls were swung off their feet and men fell on the floor in the wild melee.

Terrible would be a mild term to describe the disorder. The ignorant majority

would not be better than its parts. When left to itself it only increases its disorder

and vulgarity. The large portrait of Shakespeare looked down from the

proscenium above the stage on this maniacal co-operative joint and John Ruskin
from the other end of the hall. A dream of sub-tropical landscape, with banks of
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flowers that glowed with light. Ideal palaces and cultured people painted on the

large drop curtain that shut off the stage, richly decorated bronze columns that

doubled up the proscenium supporting a lovely Corinthian architrave and

embracing art trophied panels with damasked grounds, looked sadly incongruous

with the disgusting scene on the waxed floor of the great hall.*

Broome’s ideal, like Ruskin’s own, was hierarchical rather than democratic. Ruskin’s
proposals for his Guild of Saint George were, he admitted, modeled on the state of 14" century
Florence. Broome’s ideal of social organization was that of the Masonic Order.” And the
Masons did help lay the cornerstone for the “College of the New Economy” in Ruskin,
Tennessee. Although The Coming Nation, according to Broome, collected $900 for the college,
and continued to solicit funds for it, the building never grew beyond its cornerstone. Whatever
funds came in, it seems, were needed elsewhere. In the spacious valley of Yellow Creek, land
dedicated for use by the college was used for other purposes; Broome notes that “the breeding
pens for pigs were built on the campus of our proposed college.” Broome, its architect, was
crushed. Broome’s hope then turned to a proposed alliance with the People’s University of
Chicago. Its representatives Walter Thomas Mills and George McA. Miller had visited Ruskin,
Tennessee, during the last two weeks of November, 1898, proposing, according to Broome,
“They would come to Ruskin with $12,000 and pay off all our land indebtedness, build the
college and put us on our feet. We to consider the adoption of the university system the

3% Neither the source nor the stability of

following September, and if not agreeable to separate.
the proposed financial assistance is known. It is likely that backing would have come from the
Vrooman family, whose Trenton-Ruskin Manufacturing Company in Missouri was allied with
the Central Western Cooperative Association in Kansas City.”'

G. M. Miller, who had held the chair of Ancient Languages at Avalon College (soon to

be reorganized as Ruskin College in Missouri), joined W. T. Mills in promoting the People’s

University; according to The Coming Nation, they “succeeded in raising quite an interest in its
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behalf.”*? Eight weeks after his first visit, Mills returned to Ruskin, Tennessee, this time

9953

considering the purchase of nearby land for the “People’s University colony. Broome’s

account, which thinly disguises names of the charter colonists, is highly partisan:

A second attempt of the friends of education in Ruskin to get the people’s

University located near us in an abandoned college and village, brought its

advocates back to visit the place. Their reappearance was worse than a red flag to

a bull. The financier ran around the colony repeating, “The skunks are back

again. The skunks are back again.” The Bishop was pale with rage. He posted

“No Admittance” on his door. We will draw a charitable veil over his manners

for the sake of Ruskin.™

The furor is best explained, not as enmity to education (as Broome would have it), but as
one set up colonists’ aversion to the legal advice these visitors from Chicago had offered another
set. Redrafting Ruskin’s charter was the central issue. Changes like those proposed by Miller
and Mills, shifting from a capitalistic to a co-operative charter, would be adopted by a majority
of Ruskinites before the colony’s move to Georgia later in 1899; but in Tennessee, the chances
for Ruskinite higher education—whether “People’s University” of “College of the New
Economy”—were effectively blocked. Each new American Ruskinite colony attempted to found
a college. The first attempt, in Tennessee, was the most definitive failure.

As if the colony’s problems with its charter, enfranchisement, and educational policies
were not enough, the Tennessee colony was to endure yet another controversy: free love and
bloomers for women. Fifteen years later in Ruskin, Florida, “bloomer girls” would be attired
acceptably; but Bloome and the cultural conservatives of the Tennessee colony contended that
bloomers were a visible manifestation of the free-love philosophy. Several members of the
colony were accused of being “Free Love Party.” A. S. Edwards, who had become editor of 7The

Coming Nation after J. A. Wayland, threatened to lecture on “Anarchy and Free Love.”

According to Broome, Edwards “also threatened to black-ball applications for membership [in
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Ruskin Colony] of orthodox Christians.””” After this tempest, Edwards left the colony for
Chicago and for the second annual Social Democracy Convention. From there, Eugene V. Debs’
faction developed into the Social Democratic Party, and Edwards was elected to editorship of
The Social Democratic Herald.”® Although Edwards never rejoined the Ruskin Colony in
Tennessee, he did appear later in Florida.

Social problems in the RCA of Tennessee are put into perspective by the brief
reminiscences of Grace Gordon, who was in her teens during the Tennessee days of the colony.
Reminiscing during World War 11, she cited seven reasons for the break-up of the community.
Her first contention was that Ruskin (the community) did not fail; instead, the people failed
Ruskin. Her points may be paraphrased: first, that women came to the colony only because the
men said to, not because they wanted to; second, that $500 was too small a membership fee to
finance the colony; third, that the land occupied by the colony was too small to allow for
discovery and surprise; fourth, an inequality of income among families, due to private fortunes or
to size of families; fifth, lack of flexibility requiring all women to do five hours public work for
the colony; sixth, inflexibility of social codes; and seventh, the individual colonist’s lack of skill
in achieving compromise.

Of these seven points, numbers four and six require some elaboration. Grace Gordon’s
emphasis on inequality of incomes among families is an interesting corollary to Earl Miller’s
finding fault with the de facto granting of a vote to men but not to women. Even though later
colonists had only one vote per $500 membership, each child in the family (from birth to age 18)
got the same paycheck, and each adult—also under the By-laws—got a larger check. Large

families, accordingly, drew more income.’’
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Grace Gordon'’s sixth point, inflexibility of social codes, puts a more modern perspective
on the Ruskinite concern with anarchy and free love. In the 1940’s, she writes, remembering her
girlhood:

In the light of present day ethics and moral standards it is comical to think of that

terrible Bugaboo which frightened so many of the Ruskinites nearly into

hysterics: “Free Love!” Knickerbockers!! Horrible! A Sunday afternoon walk

on which A walked with B’s husband and vice versa. Unthinkable! Vulgar!!

Outrageous!!—Terrible on[1]y because it was out of line with the times.™
The Ruskinites social experiment, itself, was “out of line” with the dominant social structure of
the times. That lack of alignment—a community versus the larger social world—is often fatal if
the smaller community fails to provide “commitment factors” sufficient to hold the group
together.” For the Tennessee RCA, misalignment was both internal (dissention among
members) and external (alleged illegality of its activities under the charger); this made it easier
for dissenting charter members to use the court of Dickson County, Tennessee, as a weapon
against their fellow colonists. The legal weapon, itself, was so powerful that both factions lost in
the end and the community failed.

Acrimony in the RCA was so intense that Dr. McDill, whose “Colony Notes” had for
years been a chatty and a-political column in The Coming Nation, finally made the details of the
legal battle known to his readers in late April, 1899:

For over 15 months Ruskin has been the victim of a merciless persecution at the

hands of a gang of unprincipled demagogues, with legal proceedings whose

successful outcome means ruin to the colony and confusion and injury to the

cause. . . . Ruskin has in the past fifteen months had nine injunctions served upon

it, covering almost every Socialistic point we have in our colony.*’

The same number of The Coming Nation, now edited by J. K. Calkins ran a front-page history of

the legal battle, titled, “Injunction and Receiver.”
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Seventeen stockholders, most of whom secured their stock without money
and without price, have formed a conspiracy for the purpose of ruining the colony
and its paper. . . . We believe that the time has now come when our friends
throughout the world should know just why all this litigation has been instituted. .
.. In October, 1897, a studied effort on the part of three or four advocates of “free
love” and “anarchy” to disseminate their theories called forth a vigorous protest. .
.. An obscene article on “Promiscuity in the Sex Relation” and other licentious
matters were posted in public places in the Printery Building. . . . it became
evident that their real definition of free love was “free lust.” . . . This malodorous
cult was stamped out at the election of January, 1898, and not one of those who
advocated the principles had held a place of trust in the colony since. . .. These
people sued out an injunction restraining the association from carrying out its by-
laws which provided a plan for the wives of the members to acquire a vote in and
a legal standing as members of the association. . . . The injunction was dissolved
and stock was issued to our wives. So that we can now say we practice what we
preach—equal suffrage.

But the “injunctionists” appear to have fully made up their minds to rule
or ruin, and suit after suit was instituted in rapid succession.

On Oct. 12, 1898, 13 members applied to the court for a receiver to wind
up the affairs of the association, alleging insolvency. . . . Fearing the association
would institute expulsion proceedings against them for violating their obligations
as members, the same parties sued out an injunction, one week later, restraining
such action.

On Nov. 30, another injunction was secured to restrain the colony from
trying several of the same members for insubordination.

Again, on Dec. 7, another injunction was served to prevent the association
from suspending or expelling certain members for refusing to work.

March 1, 1899, still another case was filed by one of the same crowd
asking for a receiver to wind up the affairs of the association. . .. Promptly
dismissed. . . . it was appealed to the supreme court. Another case was dismissed
on the 22™ of the same month.

In the meantime, W. J. Ribley, one of the injunctionists, had sued for
recovery of $500 on a share of stock he purchased from a lawyer for $105. . . .
During this time W. W. White had also brought suit to recover money he had
voluntarily turned over to the association. . . . There had also been a number of
petty and frivolous cases filed in the justice and the circuit courts by persons
connected with the conspiracy for ruining the colony, all tending to create
animosity and foment internal dissension.®!

During the weekend injunction “locking the wheels of industry,” the anti-injunctionists gathered

in Ruskin Cave on Saturday, April 22, 1899, “to ascertain how many. . . would go into a new

organization in case Ruskin had to disband, and as an evidence of their eternal gift, 92 of our 93

loyal stockholders on the grounds signed the agreement.”® This agreement, framed along the

lines suggested late in 1898 by G. M. Miller and W. T. Mills, became the basis for the new

16



17

Ruskin Commonwealth to be established in south Georgia. As printed on the front page of The
Coming Nation for May 20, 1899, the agreement accurately described itself as a “change from a
capitalistic stock company to a fraternal trust.” Optimistically, the paper went on to advertise
Ruskin Cereal Coffee, Ruskin Leather Belts, Ruskin Leather Suspenders, Ruskin Chewing Gum,
the Ruskin Bath Cabinet, and the mail order book list which included Bellamy’s Looking
Backward, and a new book of political verse in the galloping meter of Tennyson’s “Locksley
Hall”—Uncle Ike’s Idees [sic]® by G. M. Miller, one of the two legal advisors and “People’s
University people” from Chicago.

All property of the Tennessee RCA was to be liquidated at a public sale, but the “non-
injunctionists” put on a brave face. H. C. McDill’s weekly column noted, “It looks like clear
sailing for the Ruskin Commonwealth. The sale will probably be advertised about the 20" of
June.”® All but one of the stockholders (“dissenting members not being present”) then voted to
sell the RCA assets and pro-rate the proceedings among the members.®> The strategy, of course,
was for the anti-junctionists—by far in the majority—to close out the old RCA, pay off the
injunctionists, and purchase the colony assets at public sale. This may have been good strategy
in theory, but foolish tactics in practice. Having compelled a public sale, the anti-injunctionists
would be at the mercy of local lawyers and receivers, the machinations of chancery, and the
law’s delay.

To raise more cash for the intended purchase, the colonists invited nearby communities to
a fund-raising Fourth of July party in Ruskin Cave. Looking back in 1932, J. T. McDill
compared his first Independence Day celebration in Ruskin Cave with the final one for Ruskin,
Tennessee:

When we first came to Cave Mills we celebrated the Fourth of July with a bran

dance. Maybe you dont [sic] know what I mean by a bran dance. We leveled a
space in the big cave and made a kind of circus ring and filled it about three
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inches deep with bran from the mill. You have no idea how slick it is.

Everything was quadrilles. The fiddlers sawed away for hours and they danced
until sunset. . . . Everybody was suspicious of the first celebration. About one
hundred and fifty men, all armed, and a few women folks came. They thought we
were remnants of Sherman’s army and they did not propose to let any damned
Yankee massacre any good rebel in that cave.®

The later Ruskinite colonies often grated against earlier settlers in their areas, but in Tennessee,
the country folk seemed eager to help the desperate utopians. Their plight was immediate and
grave, for the court would not allow the “paper” pro-rate payments to be applied to the purchase
of the RCA assets. Consequently, the treasury of the RCA was some $90,000 short of being

able to buy its own assets. J. T. McDill continues:

The memory that is most dear to me is the way the Natives, as we called
them, rallied to support and comfort us. It makes the tears come every time |
think of those grand people. Even after thirty years in which I have known many
SOITOWS.

We outraged their religious beliefs. We reviled their politics. We had
mocked their simplicity. And they forgave all. . . . But our last Fourth of July.
We were going away as soon as possible. They would never see us again. We
had lost everything.

We charged a quarter for admission to the big cave. The tickets show five
thousand admissions. But every man bought two or three tickets. For there were
not more than fifteen hundred people there.

DeVries pumped water out of the lake into a tub with one hand and ladled
sugar out of a jug with the other while Charlie Smith squeezed lemons and my
Dad attended the citric acid and red color. All day long they worked and all day
long those people drank up that red lemonade as fast as it could be served.

I had Dad Stoll and Hiram Wallace make me a special twenty gallon ice
cream freezer. I started with three freezers full in the morning. I had the freezer
hooked onto the machine shop lathe. I managed to run my thumb through the
gear wheels. But I couldn’t stop for a little thing like that. The crowd caught up
with me and the last freezer full was just cold slop. No matter. They paid for it.
They bought everything we had to sell. They went out in the garden with Kemp
and Miller and bought all the melons and berries. Van Fleet was manager of the
flower garden. They bought all of his magnificent roses and gladiolas and cannas.
They came back in the cave and bought all the decorations.

They still had some money left. They threw it all in a hat and donated it to
us. It makes me cry even as I write this.®’
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The Fourth of July celebration had netted $915. That swelled the treasury to $4,200 “with which
to buy $94,000 worth of Property.”®®

The court receiver’s assistant was named Leech. As colonist J. A. Kemp put it in a letter
to his “old comrade” Earl Miller, “When the leeches got control of the property they had no
interest in it aside from getting all they could out of acting as receivers for the property and to
hell with the Injunctionists and all the rest of us.”® Earl Miller then notes that the main receiver
was “on the job one or two days and left it in the hands of an assistant. His comment was that it
was “too raw a deal for him.””® It was a raw deal indeed. The anti-injunctionists managed to
buy the printing press of The Coming Nation for $1,975,”" but the balance of the property—
houses, land, and chattels—were “bid up” by the acting receiver, who later defaulted on his bid,
but only after the colonists had left for Georgia.’*

Although the press had been saved, its steam engine had been sold separately. To print
their next issue, the colonists borrowed a threshing machine, rigged power connections through
the Printery window, and spread the word in headlines: “PRINCIPLES NEVER DIE! ... THE
COLONY AT RUSKIN STILL EXISTS.”” In a more somber tone, the writer continues:

It would be impossible to give an idea of the feeling of mingled sorrow,

indignation and sense of wrong that swept over our people. . .. No feeling of

despair was in it, no thought of giving up, but a feeling that the result of years of

hard labor, self-denial and rigid economy had been unjustly taken away from us. .

.. Night came, another meeting was called; the first thing done was to take stock

of our courage. A motion was made to the effect that we intend to stand by

Ruskin. This carried by a rousing unanimous vote that made the dining room

ring; afterward a vote of confidence in the committee was passed.”

As J. T. McDill noted, “We have had a remarkable lesson in Tennessee law.””” In addition to
the printing press, the colonists were able to buy their laundry, lathe, coffeehouse, shoeshop, and

suspender tools, and the tinshop. In the same issue of The Coming Nation, McDill’s “Colony

Notes” sounds a clarion call, one soon to become sadly familiar in later Ruskinite ventures:
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Our property has been taken from us with no return, except that we may get a
share of the sale money in 18 months from now, about the beginning of the next
century. But we felt that, for all we have lost, we have saved the best. RUSKIN
COLONY STILL LIVES IN THE RISKIN COMMONWEALTH!! We have
been forced to leave our homes; but we are THE COLONY, and we will go
wherever we must as a colony.”®

A new site in Virginia was tempting, but the decision had been made for Georgia, based in part
on the favorable reports of colonists Sherwin and Walsh.”’

While the colony was packing for the journey south, Dr. McDill added up the ideological
victories of the anti-injunctionists of Ruskin, Tennessee:

Now that the battle is over, every body can see what we have lost. Our lands and

homes are gone: five years of labor wasted; $75,000 forced from our hands and

we driven to seek a new location. These are our losses. Have we made any

gains? Yea, verily: Anarchy and free love have been utterly stamped out.

Woman suffrage is a fixed point. Private ownership in stock has been destroyed.

Our children are entitled to full membership, upon becoming of age, BY RIGHT

OF BIRTH and without vote to admit them to the commonwealth. All these

principles have been grafted upon our constitution, never to be removed. While

our losses have been great our gains have been greater.”
In the July and August heat, men from Ruskin worked splitting cord-wood for the charcoal iron
smelter at Cumberland Furnace, Tennessee. Young J. T. McDill remembered the work as a
heroic effort to help support the commonwealth,” but old Isaac Broome found that descending
to menial labor, for wages, was a disgrace: “The great, proud co-operators of Ruskin rushing for
a miserable chance to slave.”®® Broome’s own contributions to the last days of the Tennessee

29, <

colony was kindly described in “Colony Notes”: “a beautiful life-size portrait in oil of John
Ruskin, from his latest photograph. It is a magnificent picture of a noble man.”®'

The colonists found other forms of popular art to raise their spirits, but it was no good

omen that their song for September was to the tune of “Marching Through Georgia”:
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Come on, come on, we’ll sound the bugle call,

We’ll stand together, or together fall,

We’ll leave the caves of Tennessee, and forward one and all,

For we are going to Georgia.

Long we’ve worked together to perfect a noble cause,

We have had the justice, but the other man the laws,

We have lost our land and homes and will no longer pause,

So we are going to Georgia.*

In September, 1899, some 250 Ruskinites boarded five cars of the N. C. and St. L.
Railroad at Tennessee City, where the colony had first settled only five years and two months
earlier. A thirty foot bolt of broadly painted muslin ran in the wind on each side of the cars “to
tell what we were, where we were going, and to tell about our paper, The Coming Nation.” So
great was the voyagers’ sense of urgency, that when little Lillian Smith fell three stories down
the dumbwaiter shaft one day before departure, she was bundled onto the train anyway. The
Ruskin Brass Band played bravely in the Union Depot at Nashville, but the colonists bought a
coffin in Atlanta. Rolling south of Atlanta, the Ruskin Band was silent until Waycross. As Earl

Miller explained, “Little Lillian had been a favorite with us, and her father was leader of the

band 2984
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CHAPTER TWO, RUSKIN, GEORGIA

When Brother W. E. Benton, the colony’s official photographer, snapped “Our arrival at
Ruskin” on September 16, 1899, he memorialized a group of plainly dressed and very serious
people. Numbering 249 “souls,” not counting the child in her coffin.' they were to merge with
the remaining 35 members of the American Settlers’ Co-Operative Association (ASCA) who had
been at Duke (soon to be renamed Ruskin), Georgia, for nearly a year.’

“As we pulled into Duke,” wrote the ever cheerful H. C. McDill, “the first thing that
struck us as the word ‘Welcome,” over the veranda of the hotel, done up in cornstalks in an
artistic manner. We took their word and spread ourselves all over the place.” The buildings of
Duke, Georgia, which had seemed so attractive from Tennessee, were scattered as if at random
on both sides of the railroad south of Waycross. Real estate occupied by the earlier colony, the
ASCA, included much timbered-over land, some farmland, and the building sites—786 acres in
all.

Among these earlier Georgia colonists of the ASCA was John G. Steffe, who, in less than
three years, would become private owner of all the Ruskin Commonwealth lands. Old Man
Steffe, well remembered as late as 1976, was a “sharp dealer” and a “mean old boy,” according
to E. W. Crawford.’

Among the new colonists’ first plans was to cluster the buildings which, compared with
the tight focus of their Tennessee Valley, seemed scattered. This early decision to centralize the
buildings would prove fatal to the colony, but in 1899 it seemed only logical:

To lessen the danger from fire the builders of the town scattered the houses over

considerable territory but this fault we will correct as rapidly as possible so that

good streets and sidewalks can be made with the least possible expense of time
and money.’
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Fire would first plague the community, and finally destroy it; but the need for roads and
sidewalks—even in Georgia’s dry season—seemed more pressing. Waycross, Georgia, is on the
northern reaches of the Okefenokee Swamp. Ruskin, just south of Waycross, had severe
drainage problems at the turn of the century. The built-up railroad bed, where as many as 25
trains a day would pass, was high and usually dry; but just off the railroad right-of-way, water
backed into the lowlands as if the railroad were a low dike, miles long.

True to their Ruskinite principles, the colonists shared manual labor in this strange new
land. The colony doctor, not exempt from grubbing out palmettoes, tried to give readers of his
“Colony Notes” in The Coming Nation. a whimsical sense of this obdurate southern plant:

Now a palmetto root ain’t like anything else under the sun. When it wants to go

in any particular direction, it don’t go spreading around like other roots, but takes

the shortest cut, and when it gets there stops short off. The roots are rather flat,

from 2 to 6 feet long, and hold their size pretty well to the end. From the

underside little rootlets, world with end, run down from each side into the earth a

distance, they say, of 10 to 18 feet. Our private opinion is that they go clear

through [the earth] and are clinched on the other side.®
A belief in the inherent value of work, whether performing surgery or grubbing palmettoes, was
a strong carry-over from the Ruskinites’ early commitments. Although their charter had
changed, and would change again, the colonists maintained a set of beliefs—only slightly
modified by experience—that included communal effort, a labor-based currency counting hours
instead of dollars, and a strong emphasis on community culture and education.

Concerning the value of work, The Coming Nation localizes the fervor John Ruskin had
generalized in Fors Clavigera. In Georgia, the “Colony Notes” contend:

We don’t believe there is a place in America where the dignity of labor is more

recognized where there is so little caste prejudice as right here in Ruskin. Here all

work is considered honorable, and he is considered dishonorable who shirks it.

There is no rank or caste here. Ladies who work in the laundry or kitchen are
often at the head of our literary society, able and willing to hold their own in
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either place. With men it is the same. Our president and other officers more

frequently come from those who do the heavy drudgery work than from the

office. . .. Verily, all work is honored here.’

Currency, at the new Ruskin, as in Tennessee, was counted in hours and even in fraction of
hours. Although the Tennessee system would show signs of strain in Georgia, it remained in full
force until the end.

Although advocates of anarchy and free love had been purged with the “Injunctionists” in
Tennessee, the freedom of thought and association stipulated in the Tennessee By-laws did
persist in Georgia. The Georgia colony numbered Quakers along with Baptists, and its rhetoric
was strictly non-sectarian:

Bear in mind that in the Ruskin Commonwealth no creed obtains. Here there is

absolute and unqualified religious freedom. If we find nobility of character in

Buddha we indorse it; if we find truth and loveliness in Jesus Christ we cherish

them; if we find splendid moral teaching in Confucius we proclaim it anew.

Truth, virtue, honor, integrity, charity; these are our safeguards.®
Writing in 1903 for The American Journal of Sociology, J. W. Bramm of Chicago, who had
spent six months in Ruskin, Tennessee, strongly implies that the Ruskinites’ lack of commitment
t