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William Adee Whitehead’s Visit to the Shakers
INTRODUCTION
By Elizabeth and Scott De Wolfe

On Saturday morning, August 7, 1830, William Adee Whitehead left New
York City with his sister and brother “for the purpose of making part of
what is called the ‘fashionable tour.””' The party traveled north up the
river to Hudson and then rode twenty-five miles to the summer haven of
Lebanon Springs. Over the next two days, the Whitehead siblings took
part in a popular antebellum pastime, visiting the Shakers.

As Glendyne Wergland documents in her recent compilation of visitors’
accounts, from the time of the Shakers’ first arrival in New York State in the
eighteenth century they were objects of curiosity and a destination for the
inquisitive.” As the home of the Shaker Ministry, and conveniently located
near the popular healing springs, the New Lebanon Shaker community
received particular notice from travelers. Sabbath services routinely took
place in a meetinghouse filled with the world’s people. Some visitors were
careful and considerate observers of the Shakers’ faith and practices.
Others were less accepting, and jeered and disrupted the sacred services.
Although the Shakers closed their services to the public gaze for a time in
the mid-nineteenth century, for most of their history the Believers’ worship
services have remained open in hopes of gaining new members.

William Whitehead was a careful and curious observer. Born in 1810
in Newark, New Jersey, Whitehead left school at the age of twelve. Later
described as “thorough, exact and efficient,” Whitehead embarked on
a career as a surveyor and by 1828 was working in Key West, Florida.”
He journeyed to New Jersey in April 1830 for a short interlude in the
North before returning in January 1831 to the southernmost city in the
United States, having accepted the position of collector of the Port of Key
West. He later served as mayor until a political struggle convinced him
to leave Key West. Whitehead’s various careers speak to his dedication
to detail. Following his 1838 departure from the Florida Keys, he worked
as a banker, draftsman, sketcher, merchant, historian, and writer. He was
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instrumental in founding the New Jersey Historical Society in 1845 and
served as its corresponding secretary until his death in 1884.*

Whitehead’s party arrived at the New Lebanon Shaker Village on
Sunday, August 8, 1830, to observe Shaker “exercises.” He appreciated the
clean, orderly village and remarked that “the houses are all large and kept
in the nicest order, both externally & internally, and so very clean are they
kept that the most notable housewife in the country might blush to behold
the difference between their several establishments & her own.” The
meeting house was particularly impressive to Whitehead, and as he took
his seat on the benches provided for visitors, he noted the “old fashion”
dress of his Shaker hosts. He had little praise for the physical appearance
of the Shaker sisters, relaying a common assessment that their dress and
“pale faces gave them the appearance of so many corpses just risen from
their graves.”

Following the service, Whitehead and company returned to Lebanon
Springs, but the following day they ventured once again to the Shakers
to “inspect their domestic arrangements and inform ourselves more
particularly as to some of their doctrines.””

Whitehead’s journal entry is typical of the visitor account genre, with
descriptions of the community’s buildings and Shaker dress, beliefs, and
religious services. His observations are detailed and balanced. He seems
genuinely curious about Shaker life and tours the entire village. Whitehead
is impressed by the “beautiful, large” church and the “excessively clean
and neat” buildings, noting that in the blacksmith’s shop “even the anvil
shone.” The Shakers, he writes, “are very polite, treating visitors with the
greatest attention and are very free in acquainting you with their doctrine.”
Whitehead attempts to record his theological conversation with a Shaker
brother, but notes that his “memory may not serve [him] well enough
to record their sentiment in respect to all the points that were touched
upon.”'? Words also failed Whitehead when he attempted to describe the
Shaker dance, stating, “It is impossible to give a true idea, save by ocular
demonstration.”'! Whitehead offers an unusual, and valuable, contribution
in his journal: a diagram of the Shaker dance he witnessed, one of very
few such sketches that survive. Despite Whitehead’s positive impressions,
the Shakers did not gather him to the fold. Whitehead concluded that
“altogether, they are a most singular people, and while I pitied the delusion
I believe them to be under, I could not but wonder at their appearing so

perfectly convinced of its truth.”"?
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