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Women in the Co-operative Community of Ruskin, Florida
Yes, There is More to Rusign Then Tomatoes

The purpose of this project was to explore the role of
women in Ruskin, Florida during the years when the town was
an active educational co-operative, I felt that there was
strong evidence that women had played an important part in
the development of the community and that they reflected
elements of the various women's movements that were active
in America at the turn of the century, I felt that such a
study could serve as a petri dish in which one could see
the development of a feminine consciousness. I proposed
to undertake an in depth study of the Ruskinite community
in Florida and with a thorough understanding of the events
occuring in the community, to form conclusions on the part
women took in the undertaking., My task seemed straight
forward enough but I soon encountered difficulties. Simply,
the lack of information on my subject., The Ruskin Co-dper—
ative is ignored by all of the comprehensive studies on
co-operative communities in America. I am certain that this
is not a deliberate slight, just an unawareness of the exis-
tence of the community. Florida is an unusual part of the
country and has eluded the historiand hand on many occasions,
I attempted to locate information on the women of the soﬁth.
There is a wealth of excellent books on the subject and
thanks to the Libraries of Duke University and the Univer-

sity of North Carolina at Chapil' Hill there is an excellent

collection of original letters and journals from many south-
ern women., Though fascinating to read these were not appli-
cable to the women I was interested in. The women in Ruskin

had all been born and raised in the North or the Mid-West




and had come to Florida because the climate of the state,
(literallyias well as figuratively)‘was conducive to the
experiment that they wished to undertake, It has been shown
that a prime factor in the Southern agitation for the vote
was the compulsion that the Southerners felt to insure

white supremacy at the polls, and the only way they could be
certain that this majority wauld exist was to give women the
vote., It would be unfair to assumethat the same feelings
motivated the women in Ruskin, but on the éame token, it
would be hasty judgement to assume that it did not just
because they came from the North, I realized that the only
way I was to learn about the women in Ruskin was to be by

a first hand study. This brought me into the field of oral
history and first hand research,

I began my study with a series of personal interviews
with the people who now live in Ruskin, Obviously the dates
of the community were going to cause problems, The people
whom I wasbinterviewing had come to Ruskin as young children
and had grown up in the town, They were now quite old and
I had to remember that they were relying on memories that
were often dim or tainted with the desire to preserve a certain
ideal that had 1little to do with reality. It was essential
for me to constantly question the reliability of my sources
and if possible, document everything from information in a
printed source, or see if several people provided me with
the same information. I was not too fortunate in finding
primary sources, though one of the local residents had made
an effort to collect the old records and had placed them

in the Library under the care of a very helpful librarian,




I found that helpfulness was the norm in Ruskin and not the
exception, Everywhere that I went I found people who were
willing to talk and share, I think that there are two rea-
sons for this, Firstly, the openness of the townspeople
when dealing with me, As one woman put it, "Sure is a plea-
sure to see and talk with someone who looks like college
students should look." and secondly, the fear that their
death would obliteratehll record of their community. When
they were all young and hearty pioneers the idea of pre-
serving the history of their origins as a town had little
appeal, but now that these people are in their 70's they
want to insure recognition of their town's history.

I ate a lot of delicious pie in a local coffee shop
waiting for appointments and thinking over interviews that
I had conducted. I learned that when people in Ruskin say
morning they mean before 10 a,m,, afternoon starts at 12:00
and ends at 4:00 p.m,, night comes at 6 and who knows what
thgy do with the rest of the hours! Time and money placed
unfortunate limitations on my research, I found that a lot
of information could be gotten from letters. I wrote to
anyone who had even a remote connection with Ruskin and was
surprised at some of my replies! One letter would often
lead to another as each person told me of other people they
remembered from the early days at Ruskin., Often weeks would
elapse between letters, in fact there are still some out-
standing. It would be wonderful to read the articles Adaline
Miller wrote for a magazine in Portland, Oregon but to se-
cure these I would have to go to Portland's public library

and that was impossible,
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As I learned about the history of Ruskin I saw that
my original premise was accurate. While the women in Ruskin
were not instrumental in its founding, (that was primarily
thne work of one man, George McA Miller) they did influence
the character of the community in many and diverse ways
and to a degree that was greater then a mere reflection
of their numbers. It was the women of Ruskin who determined
its character and, I feel, its Caliber; As a whole they
were well educated and interested in improving their own
1ives and that of those around them, I don’'t doubt that
these efforts may have been misguided at times, people
bent on improvement can be over zealous and 1 am sure
the women in Ruskin were no exception but they are remem-
bered as "the most elegant, charming group of women to ever
grace this earth" so their efforts must have met with ap-
preciation,
It was in 1922 that Lewis Mumford wrote the following

in his Story of Utopias, "My Utepia is actual 1ife, pushed

+to the limits of its ideal possibilities,"” In Ruskin many
dreamed of Utopias and the women worked to push their lives

to the limits of its ideal possibilities,
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