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When the Shakers established communal farms in the Ohio Valley, they 
encountered a new agricultural environment that was substantially different 
from the familiar soils, climates, and markets of New England and the Hudson 
Valley. The ways in which their response to these new conditions differed by 
region has not been well documented. While some writers found essential 
similarities among the various Shaker communities, we exploit an underused 
source of data to show that Eastern and Western Shakers farmed in ways that 
were more similar to their neighbors than to each other. 

Shaker activity in the West dated from early in the nineteenth century. 
Within ten years of the missionary expedition of 1805, the movement that 
had already established several communities in New England and New York 
had added 5 more settlements in Ohio and Kentucky and converted hundreds 
of new members into the faith. Altogether, the Shakers maintained 17 commu- 
nities that lasted more than 75 years, spread through a crescent from western 
Kentucky to Maine.1 

Despite the regional diversity among Shaker settlements, it is interesting 
that some of the literature on the Shakers often treats these communes as 
being almost identical. The pioneering scholar of the Shakers, Edward Deming 
Andrews, fostered this view by asserting that "[e]ach of the Shaker villages 
was like the others, not only in the organization of its religious and temporal 
affairs, but in its architecture, in its customs and folk ways, in its dress and the 
speech of its inhabitants, and in the general nature of its architectural, horti- 
cultural and industrial art activities."2 Andrews then focused on the largest 
Shaker community at New Lebanon, New York, as representative of all Shaker 
communities. Because of the dominating influence of Andrews on Shaker 
studies, the result was either an approach that considered all communities as 
being identical, or one that centered on the New Lebanon or Eastern commu- 
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nities, with notable exceptions. As Wolford wrote, despite the exceptions, 
"the vast majority of writers on the Shakers still ignore the western societies."3 

Now it is true that different Shaker communities shared the same basic 
religious and moral principles, had the same administrative structure, and 
they were governed by the same central ministry in New Lebanon. Does it 
follow, however, that different communities were identical or even similar in 
other ways? We aim to answer this question in terms of the farming activities 
of the Shakers. Using the information recorded about the Shakers in the enu- 
meration schedules of the US Agriculture Censuses (available for the period 
between 1850 and 1880), we examine systematic differences in specializa- 
tion and crop choices between the eastern and the western communities. In 
addition, in order to assess systematic differences between communal deci- 
sion making and family farmer decision making, we compare the Shaker 
farms with those of neighboring farms in the same townships. 

The Shakers and Regional Specialization in Agriculture 
The Shakers, whose official name was the United Society of Believers in 
Christ's Second Appearing, were (and are, but since the Shakers of the past are 
the subject of this paper, we use the past tense) Christians inspired by their 
foundress, Ann Lee, to live celibate lives and pray in such a way as to experi- 
ence direct contact with the divine. Early in the Society's history they adopted 
a form of communalism, in which all assets were owned jointly and Believers 
worked for the community without wages. Each community was further di- 
vided into Families which were essentially autonomous and consisted of 50 
to 100 Shakers. Economically, the Shakers aimed at balancing the isolation 
that promoted their unusual brand of spiritualism and the interaction with 
worldly markets that provided goods they needed to maintain their commu- 
nity, but were unable to make themselves. 

By all accounts the Shakers were skilled and productive farmers. Ham 
described the many Western Shaker experiments with productivity enhanc- 
ing technologies: new feeds, fertilizers, crop rotations, and pest management 
techniques. They kept up with the burgeoning agricultural press and publi- 
cized the findings of their own field trials of seeds, machinery, and breeds. 
They were especially well known for scientific breeding of fruits and live- 
stock.4 In sum, they seem to have deserved their reputation among contempo- 
raries for well run farms, wrote Stein, which they were able to do because 
"they made effective use of their extensive communal land holdings and 
large supply of inexpensive labor."5 

Corresponding to the westward expansion of the Shakers into the Ohio 
Valley, the western frontier of the United States was also expanding, creating 
new opportunities for settlers. The opening of the Ohio Valley to white settle- 
ment provided unprecedented opportunities for regional specialization in 
agriculture. In antebellum New England and eastern New York, production of 
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wheat, pork, and wool fell dramatically. In their places, farmers chose to pro- 
duce more perishable goods such as dairy items, fruits and vegetables. By 
1860 the federal agricultural census showed an orchard and truck gardening 
belt from Massachusetts to New York and New Jersey. Behind this shift was 
the rise of the highly productive Western grain regions. The Old Northwest in 
1860 encompassed both a clearly defined wheat belt stretching across Michi- 
gan, Wisconsin, and northern Illinois, and a corn belt that ranged from Ohio to 
Iowa. Both of these phenomena, truck farming in the East and grain farming 
in the West, followed from individual farmers responding to relative costs of 
production. In turn, these developments led to better diets in urban areas and 
substantial exporting of grain to Europe, both important developments in 
American economic history.6 

In economic terms such regional specialization was a natural process 
driven by comparative advantage. Several sources of regional comparative 
advantages have been suggested by historians. Danhof wrote that farmers at 
the time placed the greatest weight on two such factors: soil quality and 
market proximity. Gregson noted the tendency of soil diversity, even within a 
circumscribed area such as a township, to influence production choices. 
Bidwell and Falconer asserted that the ease of marketing was paramount, 
which led them to emphasize transportation improvements that reduced travel 
time to markets. Gates agreed with the importance of declining transportation 
costs, but noted that the agricultural result was not monoculture, but diversi- 
fication among farms within easy reach of cities. Even so, observed Danhof, 
farmer production strategies tended to be similar throughout a given region, 
since "farmers in a given locality shared the same climate, similar soils, and 
similar relationships to market."7 

Over the course of time, the importance of greater access to markets 
increased as transportation improved, and this reinforced the effects of varia- 
tion in soil quality. Initially the rocky and barren soil of New England could 
be fertilized fairly cheaply. Eventually, however, the costs of manuring were 
far beyond the value of what the land could provide, since the prices obtained 
for that produce were determined by lower cost farmers in the West. As a result, 
northeastern farmers continued to abandon grain production in favor of per- 
ishable goods. From 1860 to 1900, observed Shannon, production of wheat 
fell 85 percent in New England, production of corn fell one-third, and the 
population of sheep fell two-thirds. At the same time, the number of dairy 
cattle rose one-third and milk production quintupled. Other increases were 
seen in apple production, which more than doubled, and tobacco production, 
which quadrupled.8 In the Old Northwest, meanwhile, grain production 
boomed. From 1870 through the end of the century, Ohio was among the top 
seven states in production of both wheat and corn. Illinois and Iowa were the 
two greatest corn producers over this period. From 1860 to 1880, Illinois, 
Indiana, and Missouri were the three largest swine producing states.9 
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In this dynamic context of evolving regional specializations, we con- 
sider production decisions of the Shakers. The diversity of Shaker agricul- 
tural economies has been only partially recognized in the secondary litera- 
ture.10 Possibly because Andrews had asserted that each of the communities 
was essentially a carbon copy of the New Lebanon community, the earliest 
studies of the Society did not consider regional differences. But long before 
Andrews, the nineteenth century journalist Charles Nordhoff had published a 
thorough and fascinating travelogue of his visits to several dozen of what 
were then known as "communistic societies." Nordhoff provided a detailed 
view of the New Lebanon community and thumbnail sketches of 13 of the 
other communities. His reports indicated substantial variations in the local 
conditions facing Shaker farmers. At Alfred, Maine, and Canterbury, New 
Hampshire, the Shakers were limited in their agricultural production by the 
infertile soil on their land. At Enfield, Connecticut, and Harvard and Shirley, 
Massachusetts, though, Shaker farmers had produced handsome returns by 
concentrating on garden seed sales, orchards, and hay making on former 
swamp land. On the other hand, Union Village, Ohio, was located in a region 
famous for its fertile soil, and their cornucopia included thoroughbred Durham 
cattle. North Union, Ohio, specialized in production of fruits, vegetables and 
dairy products. South Union, Kentucky, boasted fertile orchards and pastures, 
and in addition to grains, bred livestock that was sold as far west as Missouri. 
Nordhoff's comments illustrate the variety of Shaker agricultures, both in 
terms of products and productivities.11 

Specialization and Crop Selection by the Shakers and Their Neighbors 
We examine patterns of specialization among the Shakers using the manu- 
script schedules of the federal Agricultural Censuses from 1850 through 1880. 
Each census year, marshals combed the nation in mid-summer, filling in the 
standardized forms with answers from respondents. Most such respondents, of 
course, were heads of households. For the Shakers, Elders or Deacons dealt 
with the marshals. Marshals, in turn, approached Shaker communities with 
varying degrees of recognition, which may account for the uneven response 
rate in the surviving manuscripts. Some Shaker sites were enumerated by 
Family, some by Community, and some not at all, and some of the manu- 
scripts did not survive to be microfilmed. The available sample covers 42 
Communities or Families in the 1850 Census, 36 in the 1860 Census, 32 in 
1870, and 30 in 1880, but some entries omitted some information (Table 1). 
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Table 1:      Shaker communities and families found in the U.S. 
Agricultural Censuses 

Community 1850      1860 1870      1880 
Enfield, Conn. 5 4 3 1 
Hancock, Mass. 3 3 2 1 
Harvard, Mass. 4 4 2 1 
Shirley, Mass. 2 2 2 1 
Tyringham, Mass. 2 2 1        closed 
Canterbury, N.H. 3 3 3 1 
Enfield, N.H. 3 3 3 3 
Alfred, Me. 3 2 0 1 
Sabbathday Lake, Me.   1 1 1 1  
Watervliet,N.Y. 3 4 4 4 
New Lebanon, N.Y.* 7 5 8 4 
Groveland, N.Y. 1 2  2 2 
North Union, Oh. 0 0 0 2 
Union Village, Oh. 3 0 1 0  
Watervliet, Oh. 0 1 0  1 
Whitewater, Oh. 1 0  2 0 
Pleasant Hill, Ky. 1**        0 1 5 
South Union, Ky. 1 0  1 2  

Entries give the number of units at each Shaker community that responded to 
that year's census. Most numbers "1" refer to entire communities. 
*includes Canaan, N.Y. **partial return; second page missing. 

For example, the 1850 census returns that included the Pleasant Hill, Ken- 
tucky, Shakers and their neighbors omitted all entries on the second page of 
questions, which asked for wool, potato, orchard, and garden production 
data. For each Community or set of Families, we also recorded a random 
sample of five farms in the same township (or all available farms if there were 
fewer than five). The sample of neighboring farms included 75 in 1850, 70 in 
the next two census years, and 66 in 1880. The Agricultural Census schedules 
offer an unmatched opportunity to study communal farms spread across dif- 
ferent regions of the country, over a period of 40 years. 

We begin with the issue of specialization by community. A useful statis- 
tic that economists have developed to quantify concentration in a given 
market was easily transferred to study concentration of production in a few 
products or diversification by production of many goods. The statistic is 
called the Herfindahl index and has been used to study agricultural special- 
ization previously.12 It is defined as S = S (si /V)2 where V is the value of all 
output and s; is the value of output accounted for by the ith good. A farm that 
practiced monoculture, that is, where all of the value of a year's output came 
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from exactly one crop, would have a Herfindahl index of 1. We consider 13 
different products, so as to account for goods produced throughout the re- 
gions of Shaker settlement: wheat, corn, rye, oats, potatoes, peas and beans, 
hay, wool, butter, cheese, and value of orchard produce, market gardens, and 
slaughter.13 A farm that produced equal values of all 13 products would have 
a Herfindahl index of 0.077 = S(l/13)2. These represented extreme values of 
this index of specialization, with larger values indicating greater specializa- 
tion and smaller values indicating greater diversification. 

Figure 1 shows estimates of the Herfindahl index for the sample of Shaker 
communities and the random sample of neighboring comparison farms, in 
each census year from 1850 to 1880. 

Figure 1. Specialization in crop selection 

 
Eastern farms were those in New England and eastern New York, that is, 

the New Lebanon and Watervliet, New York, communities. Western farms 
were those in Ohio and Kentucky, as well as the Groveland, New York, com- 
munity. Groveland's location in the Genesee Valley, the antebellum breadbas- 
ket of the country suggested inclusion in the Western rather than the Eastern 
group.14 Several regularities are apparent in the graph. Overall, the index was 
increasing for each group over this period, which suggests a trend toward 
greater specialization. At each census, farms in the comparison sample were 
more specialized than were Shaker farms. This is not completely surprising: 
the much greater size of the Shaker farms would have allowed diversification 
into a greater range of goods. After 1850, the Eastern Shakers were more 
specialized than were the Western Shakers, although no such pattern was 
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evident in the neighboring sample. Also, both Shakers and their neighbors in 
the West became more diversified over the 1850s, but then more specialized 
from 1860 to 1880. Thus, although the level of specialization was less among 
the Shakers than their neighbors, trends in specialization by the Shakers and 
their neighbors were remarkably similar when considered by region. 

We next consider the types of products in which the Shakers and their 
neighbors specialized. In order to compare differences in the choices of crops 
more broadly, we estimated the share of output value provided by three groups 
of goods: "perishables," which included butter, cheese, milk (in 1870 and 
1880), and value of garden and orchard produce; "grains," which included 
wheat, Indian corn, rye, and oats; and "livestock and related," which included 
hay, wool, and the value of slaughter. Tables 2 through 4 show percentage 
shares of production value from each of these three groups of products. We 
calculated shares for each census year and by region, and Shaker and "neigh- 
bor" figures separately. To gain a broader perspective, we included compa- 
rable data from the published census summaries for the counties and states in 
which the Shaker communities and their neighboring farms lay (with one 
exception: since New York state had both eastern and western Shaker commu- 
nities, it was omitted from the state calculations in each year.)15 We compared 
the Shakers to their immediate neighbors, and we also could see how similar 
the neighboring farms were to the rest of their county, and to the state as a 
whole. 

Table 2 shows production value shares of perishable goods. 

Table 2:      Percentage share of farm income from butter, cheese, 
orchards, and gardens 

Shakers           Neighbors          Counties States 
1850 east 31 16 17 16 
1850 west 35 5 7 8 
1860 east 34 19 18 18 
1860 west 27 14 10 10 
1870 east 31 18 17 21 
1870 west 19 6 11 12 
1880 east 35 20 28 22 
1880 west 22 21 17 12 
Source: U.S. Census manuscript schedules. Income as sum of income from production of 
wheat, corn, rye, oats, potatoes, peas and beans, hay, wool, butter, cheese, orchards, 
gardens, and slaughter. 

In 1850, both eastern and western Shakers derived about a third of the 
value of their farm production (that is, of the 13 goods enumerated above) 
from perishables. This was a much greater proportion than for other farmers. 
The neighboring sample, countywide, and statewide averages indicated that 



80 COMMUNAL SOCIETIES 

eastern farmers derived a sixth of their production value from perishables, and 
western farmers well under a tenth. The value of the sample of neighboring 
farms can be seen by comparing figures for them to aggregated data for the 
entire county and state. With a few exceptions, the sample is quite similar to 
the county and state averages, suggesting that the sample of neighboring 
farms is representative of other farms in those counties with Shaker communi- 
ties, and that those counties are representative of other counties in those 
states. Thus, comparisons between the Shakers and their neighbors, made at 
the farm level, can probably be generalized to comparisons between the Shak- 
ers and other farmers in their region. 

In every cell but one, the share due to perishables was greater in the east 
than in the west, which is consistent with the secondary literature on Ameri- 
can agriculture at the time. The proportion for the eastern Shakers however 
remained steady at a third, which was a greater share than for neighboring 
farmers or other farmers in their county and state. This may reflect a Shaker 
desire either for self-sufficiency or for better nutrition. Remembrances of diets 
in Shaker manuscripts suggest a healthy quantity of these foods. Youngs 
described "supper" (the mid-day meal) at mid-century New Lebanon as in- 
cluding the following: 

—meat or fish, including spare ribs in early winter; 
—tea, coffee, chocolate, water; 
—salt, pepper, catsup; 
—apples, cherries, plums, peaches, cranberries, and quinces in sauces 

and preserves and rare foods such as fresh cod in winter, shad from the Hudson 
River in spring, clams and oysters, Carolina sweet potatoes, and once a year, 
strawberry shortcake.16 Breakfast included milk, butter, applesauce, apple 
pie, and pickles (!), as well as meat, potatoes, and bread. 

Other patterns over time were evident. Over the 1850 to 1880 period, 
proportions of value from perishables generally increased for the neighbor- 
ing non-Shaker farmers, for example, from 7 percent to 17 percent in the 
western counties with Shaker communities, or from 16 to 22 percent in the 
eastern states with Shaker communities. At the same time, the eastern Shakers 
were holding steady at a third and the western Shakers decreased their share of 
perishables from a third to about a fifth in 1870 and 1880. It may have been 
that the declining Shaker population reduced the need within the communi- 
ties for production of fruits, vegetables, and dairy goods, and that explains 
why the Shakers were bucking the trend throughout the North toward greater 
shares of value from perishables. We summarize by noting that from 1860 
Eastern Shakers produced relatively more perishables than Western Shakers, 
which resembled regional differences in the greater economy, but at the same 
time perishables were a greater part of the Shaker than of the non-Shaker farm 
economies. 

Perhaps the greatest agricultural difference between the northeast and 
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the Old Northwest was in grain production. As described above, it was the 
greater yields of grain in western New York and what is now known as the 
Midwest that undercut grain raising in eastern New York and New England. In 
Table 3, this pattern appears in the 1850 census, in which two-thirds of the 
value of Ohio and Kentucky produce among neighboring farms and in coun- 
ties and states alike was due to wheat, corn, rye, and oats production. 

Table 3:      Percentage share of farm income from wheat, corn, rye, 
and oats 

Shakers           Neighbors          Counties States 
1850 east 11 18 20 16 
1850 west 44 66 64 65 
1860 east 10 17 17 23 
1860 west 36 39 59 55 
1870 east 9 11 15 8 
1870 west 51 36 47 48 
1880 east 8 10 11 9 
1880 west 44 39 56 68 
Source: U.S. Census manuscript schedules. Income as sum of income from production of 
wheat, corn, rye, oats, potatoes, peas and beans, hay, wool, butter, cheese, orchards, 
gardens, and slaughter. 

Throughout the 1850-1880 period, the western counties and states de- 
rived half to two-thirds of the value of production from grains, while the 
comparable figure for eastern farms was generally a tenth to a fifth. The Shak- 
ers and their neighbors followed suit. Both among the eastern Shakers and the 
sample of nearby farms in the East, the share of output value from grains was 
8 to 18 percent. Western Shakers were much more heavily invested in grain 
production, from a third to a fifth of the value of all their output, than were 
Eastern Shakers. In these terms, Eastern and Western Shakers resemble their 
neighbors more than they did each other. 

Table 4 shows proportion of value from the third broad group of prod- 
ucts, loosely classified as livestock and related. 

Table 4:      Percentage share of farm income from hay, wool, and 
livestock slaughter 

Shakers Neighbors Counties States 
1850 east 49 55 52 56 
1850 west 17 30 25 25 
1860 east 51 63 57 50 
1860 west 32 45 26 31 
1870 east 55 61 59 60 
1870 west 26 57 39 37 
Source: U.S. Census manuscript schedules. Income as sum of income from production of 
wheat, corn, rye, oats, potatoes, peas and beans, hay, wool, butter, cheese, orchards, 
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gardens, and slaughter. 

This group consists of the value of slaughter along with the value of one 
livestock input, hay, and one output, wool. The 1880 census did not ask for 
the value of slaughter, so we estimated it by multiplying the number of cattle 
and sheep slaughtered by an average value of each animal. This is an under- 
estimate, as it excludes the value of slaughtered swine. While we believe this 
provided a sufficiently useful estimate for Tables 2 and 3, since Table 4 con- 
cerned livestock production directly we felt that the accuracy of the slaughter 
value's estimate for 1880 was sufficiently uncertain that we did not calculate 
the value of livestock related production for 1880. However, results for 1850- 
1870 are consistent with each other. Eastern Shakers were much more com- 
mitted to livestock raising and its trappings than were western Shakers. East- 
ern Shaker farms derived about half of the value of their production from 
livestock activities, while western Shakers gained only a sixth to a third. 
Neighboring farmers as well as the counties and states in which the Shakers 
found themselves showed similar patterns: eastern livestock production ac- 
counting for half to two-thirds of production value, and western livestock less 
than half and usually much less than half. Thus, where western farmers, Shaker 
and non-Shaker alike, emphasized grain production, eastern farmers concen- 
trated on livestock. This is generally consistent with the notion that much of 
that livestock production was dairy related, as eastern farms produced a greater 
share of dairy products than did western farms. And, we emphasize, these 
regional differences obtained among Shaker and non-Shaker farms alike, so 
that similarity of farm production patterns was much more dependent upon 
region than Shaker status. 

Conclusions 
Our findings show that the specialization and crop choices of western Shakers 
were systematically and consistently different from the eastern Shakers. The 
eastern Shakers were more specialized than the western Shakers. In particular, 
their output consisted of a higher percentage of perishables, a lower percent- 
age of grains, and a higher percentage of livestock related items, relative to 
western Shaker production. Considering that these differences parallel the 
systematic differences between other farmers (neighbors, county, state) in the 
east and the west, they show the regional diversity of Shaker farming strate- 
gies through their adaptation to local conditions. Western Shakers thus re- 
sembled more their neighbors in the west than other Shakers in the east. 

By considering the Shakers in the context of regional farming patterns, 
we find a general increase in specialization in the later nineteenth century 
among both the Shakers and neighboring family farmers. These findings carry 
suggestive implications for the issue of Shaker interaction with markets. Re- 
cent studies of mid-nineteenth century crop selection decisions in New En- 
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gland and Georgia have associated greater specialization in farm production 
with increased access to markets.17 It is striking in our findings how the course 
of specialization in the world outside the Shakers was mimicked in Shaker 
production decisions. We know from comments in manuscript that for some 
farm products such as flax and sugar derived from maple sap, the Shakers 
explicitly decided to purchase or produce themselves based on prevailing 
market prices.18 

We cannot conclude that Shaker production decisions were primarily, or 
even substantially, market driven based on the data presented in this paper. 
But we can say that the Shakers acted in ways very similar to nearby farmers 
whose exposure to market forces was increasing with every planting and 
harvest. The evidence we present here is consistent with greater Shaker reli- 
ance upon market information in making production decisions. If the Shak- 
ers, too, considered local cost factors in deciding what and how much to 
produce, perhaps that is an additional factor that led to Shaker longevity. 
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