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Strangers Along the Trail 

Peoria’s Shaker Apostates Enter the World 
Patricia L. Goitein 

 

 

In the 1830’s, Peoria became the home of a remarkable group of immigrants whose origins were 

unknown to their contemporaries and overlooked by historians for nearly 150 years.  They were   

Shaker apostates, political and religious refugees from the utopian settlement of Pleasant Hill,    

Kentucky, a Shaker community noted for members‟ communal ownership of property, dedication 

to altruistic labor, and the Shaker faith that demanded strict celibacy. The apostates‟ lives cover 

two periods:  first, at Pleasant Hill, where their dedication to an ideal of religious and social 

perfection demanded that they abandon worldly ties and  family bonds; and secondly, their entry 

into the world, which called for just the opposite.  Their struggles and success in both realms are 

remarkable and testify both to the force and success of altruistic communal initiatives and 

centralized power well as the countervailing force of bonds of marriage and family, democratic 

decision making and private ownership of property.   

  

 

Charles Ballance arrived in Peoria from Kentucky in December of 1831, alone, cold, and 

lonely, with a hollowness that would haunt him for the rest of his life.   He expressed his 

feelings in his poem dated 1832:  

  
“Kentucky! I thy wandering son still roam 

 Far from that land I once could call home; 

 My steed moves on, submissive to my will- 

     Although a slave to me, he loves me still. 

 Except this noble beast, I‟m all alone,  

 Weary and cold, and here might freeze unknown.” 

    
(excerpt,  untitled poem published in the Peoria Register & Northwestern Gazetteer.  undated clipping, Ballance Scrapbook. ) 

   

Ballance had been expelled from the Shaker community at Pleasant Hill, Kentucky on 

March 14, 1829, leaving a stepmother and siblings behind. In 1831, after reading law and 

briefly teaching school in Kentucky, Ballance relocated permanently in Peoria.  He chose 

his site carefully, first traveling extensively in Indiana and Illinois, visiting other former 

Shakers, evaluating the land, and the local prospects.  Central Illinois and the Peoria area 

seemed more promising than other possibilities and, with his skills as a lawyer, surveyor, 

and agriculturalist, Ballance quickly learned the art of real estate sales and speculation, 

and settled in to build a new life. (unpublished Pleasant Hill records; The Journal of Charles 

Ballance of Peoria, Ernest E. East, editor, Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society, vol. 30, #1, April 

1937, pg. 70.). 

 

Ballance‟s first effort in Illinois was to “gather in” a community of former Shakers from 

Pleasant Hill. His motives were both personal and financial. He was lonely and 

desperately missed the company of old friends and associates, but he also needed to make 

a living. He strongly believed that Illinois provided a world of opportunity for 

enterprising farmers, mechanics, and businessmen, and that Peoria had a particularly 

promising future.   Ballance wrote to former Shakers, extolling Peoria, and urging them 

to relocate to Illinois, or at least invest in land.  On December 24, 1831, he wrote to 
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fellow apostate, Abram Fite, saying that “I have visited the best parts of Indiana and Illinois, 

and have resolved to settle at Peoria, the site of the old Fort Clark.  …… This is, I have no doubt 

the richest country on earth,” and goes on to describe various  money-making opportunities 

here. Reflecting on his accommodations, Ballance says “The entertainment in this country is 

so bad, that a man who would keep a good house could hardly fail of making money very fast.”   
He urged Abram to show the letter to other former Shakers, saying, that “whether it would 

suit you or not to come to this country, I am sure that it would suit Mr. Lineback.  If he wished to 

make brooms, shoes, or copper ware, the market would be much better here than in Kentucky.  

Besides, if he is still fond of fishing, he might catch as many in an hour in the Illinois as in a day 

in the Kentucky. If you think proper to invest your money in land in this state, I will attend to 

selecting a piece for you, with pleasure.” Ballance admitted that the Peoria area had a 

reputation for being sickly and infested with fever and ague during the months of July, 

August and September, but he believed that the sickness was due to the fact that the 

people of this country “seem to do nothing with a view to preserve their health, but expose 

themselves to all situations and all kinds of weather.” Still, he reassured his reader that “Peoria 

has an appearance of being a healthy place”.  (Ballance to Abram Fite, December 24, 1831, Ballance 

Scrapbook, manuscript collection, Lincoln Presidential Library, Springfield.) 

 

This and similar letters written by Ballance were successful in recruiting former Shakers 

to Illinois.  At least 24 Pleasant Hill apostates settled here and in other areas of Illinois, 

and all of them had ties to Charles Ballance.  By the mid 1830‟s, Ballance was joined by 

his sister Prudence, the Voris family, Francis, Samuel and Abram; the Lineback family, 

Jacob, Isaac Sr. and Isaac Jr.; the Congletons, John and James; Mason Gass and his 

parents, James and Abby; and Thomas Bryant.  They were accompanied by their wives, 

children and various nieces and nephews, all refugees from Pleasant Hill or the orphaned 

children of related apostates. Abram Fite settled in Wabash County, Illinois; William 

Lineback relocated to Illinois after first settling in Iowa; Benjamin Gass settled in 

Morgan County, Illinois; and William Bryant also settled in Illinois.  

 

 “The light of God in the gospel has taught us the straight and narrow way 

that leadeth to life….”  United Society of Believers  

 

Pleasant Hill, Kentucky was one of 19 communal settlements of the United Society of 

Believers, commonly called Shakers, an apocalyptic sect that set itself apart from  

American society, reaching the height of its power prior to the Civil War.  Before one can 

understand Peoria‟s Shaker apostates and their achievements, it is important to 

understand their origins, former lifestyle, and their circumstances upon leaving Pleasant 

Hill.   

 

The Shaker communities were theocratic communes built by followers of Ann Lee 

Standerin (b. 1736, Manchester, England), a radical English Quaker who came to the United 

States in 1776.  Upon arriving in New York City with a small entourage, Mother Ann 

preached apocalypse and salvation and  by 1780 organized followers into “the one true 

church.”    Both Lee and her followers believed that the end of days was upon the world, 

and that Standerin (known to Believers as Mother Ann Lee) represented the second 

coming of Christ, the “chosen vessel, ordained of God to convey the knowledge of His 

will to a lost world.”    Mother Ann preached that God‟s will, as revealed to her, 
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promised salvation and eternal life through a very “straight and narrow life of self denial 

and mortification” which included absolute celibacy and open confession of sins 
(Testimony of Christ’s Second Appearing, , published by order of the Ministry in union with the Church, 

Union Village, Ohio, 1823, Preface, pp. 6, 7).   Mother Ann Lee and her followers also 

maintained a strong belief in divine healing, spiritualism, inspired visions and dreams, 

prophecy, and speaking in tongues.    Early Believers were called Shaking Quakers, and 

later simply Shakers, because their worship services included elaborate “dancing” 

exercises that eventually brought forth inspired visions, testimonials and speaking in 

tongues on the part of participants. The strenuous worship services occurred on Sunday 

and on several evenings during the week, and were often open to the general public in 

hopes that they would inspire outsiders to inquire into joining the church.   

 

Although Shakers respected the Christian Bible, their views of the origin and infallibility 

of Biblical text differed radically from the standard beliefs of conventional Christian 

faiths, and they discarded many standard Christian practices, among them Holy 

Communion, water baptism, and the doctrine of the Holy Trinity. They maintained strict 

celibacy because they believed that lust was the work of Satan (who had assumed 

Adam‟s form) and was responsible for man‟s fall from grace. Shakers believed that since 

the fall, the entire human race has been the spawn of the devil, the illegitimate children of 

a carnal union, and forever barred from the Kingdom of Heaven, unless purified by the 

beliefs and rituals of the true church, known as the Society of Believers. (White, Anna and 

Leila S. Taylor, Shakerism, Its Meaning and Message, pp. 281-83; Stein, Stephen J.,  The Shaker 

Experience in America, pg. 103-104; Webber, Everett, Escape to Utopia, The Communal Movement in 

America, pg. 48-49.)   The early Believers agreed to celibacy because they believed that it 

was the only way to cleanse themselves and prepare themselves for imminent salvation. 

 

After 1800, Shakers lived together in religious communes, separate from the world.   

Although it was in accordance with the spirit of her teachings, the Shaker‟s communal 

doctrine was developed by Lee‟s successors in the years following her death in 1784. The 

Shaker‟s 1795 covenant allowed full membership only to those adults who were willing 

to give all of their property to the church for the “mutual good” and for “charitable uses”, 

to be used and distributed as the officers and central ministry of the Society saw fit. (Stein, 

pg. 45-46).  Believers were taught that “Five dollars of private, selfish property” would 

exclude a man from salvation as effectively as five million, following their interpretation 

of the Biblical injunction „Except a man forsake all he hath, he can not enter into the 

kingdom of heaven‟”. (Evans, Shaker Compendium etc., pg. 61-62) The communal directive, 

called the “gathering in order”, ensured the Believers safety from hostile neighbors, but 

also complete freedom to pursue their religious interests.  Just as importantly, the 

separation enabled religious leaders to exert strict discipline and obedience to the 

hierarchical leadership of the church ministry.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

 

“The nights were truly awful; the camp ground was well 

illuminated; the people were differently exercised all over the 

ground, some exhorting, some shouting, some praying and some 

crying for mercy, whole others lay as dead men on the ground.” 
John McGee to Thomas L. Douglass, June 23, 1820 

in Johnson, Chas., The Frontier Camp Meeting, pg. 57 

 

The Shaker community at Pleasant Hill, in Mercer County, Kentucky, was an outgrowth 

of the Kentucky Revival of 1800 – 1805 that inflamed the western frontier with a 

religious fervor that has rarely been surpassed.  Thousands of frontiersmen in the Ohio 

River valley attended these revivals, where bands of frontier preachers harangued, 

extolled, and preached to the crowds around the clock, working participants into an 

emotional frenzy that often left believers prostrate and screaming for salvation.   In his 

work, The Frontier Camp Meeting, Charles A. Johnson tells us that frontiersmen would 

be completely overwhelmed by the preachers‟ electrifying tirades.  Blasphemers would 

be dragged by the fiends of Hell into the “liquid, boiling waves” only to fall to the 

deepest cavern in the flaming abyss of damnation.  With the shrieks and yells of fellow 

worshippers surrounding him, the listener could well believe that Judgment Day was 

upon him at that very moment. (Johnson, Charles, The Frontier Camp Meeting, Religion’s 

Harvest Time, Southern Methodist University Press, 1955/1985,  pp. 51-58.) 

 

“The church of Christ unto a peple in Kentucky and the adjasen states 

sendeth greeting……….We have heard of a work of God among you…..”   
December 31, 1804, United Society of Believers to the people of Kentucky and adjacent states,  

upon hearing of the Kentucky Revival. From: Origin and Progress of the Society at Pleasant Hill  

 

When the news of the frenzied Kentucky revivals reached the Shaker central 

ministry in Mt. Lebanon, New York, the Shakers quickly saw the camp meetings as the 

work of God and the fulfillment of Mother Ann Lee‟s prophesy that the next opening of 

the gospel would be in the southwest. They immediately wrote a letter of introduction to 

the people of Kentucky and dispatched missionaries to reap a harvest of new believers 

(Origin & Progress of the Society at Pleasant Hill, unpublished Pleasant Hill document, pg. 7).    When 

they reached the Kentucky-Ohio frontier, the missionaries‟ efforts were well rewarded, 

for the Kentucky Revival had paved the way for the Shaker message of salvation.  (White 

and Taylor, pp 113 – 117).  In fact, Shaker missionary Isaachar Bates and his two companions 

found the frontiersmen in Kentucky ready to “suck in our new light as greedily as ever 

an ox drank water” (Clark and Ham, Pleasant Hill and Its Shakers, pg. 3). By August, 1805, 

they had gathered a small band of new believers in Mercer County, Kentucky and formed 

the beginning of the Pleasant Hill community.   

 

In 1806, the Pleasant Hill converts began to gather into a communal family on Elisha 

Thomas‟ 140 acre farm, located on Shawnee Run near the Kentucky River. In December, 

1806, 44 converts of legal age, among them some of Peoria‟s future Shakers or their 

parents, signed a first family covenant whereby they agreed to mutual support and to 

common ownership of property. Patsy Thomas Voris‟ father, Elisha Thomas, donated his 
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farm along Shawnee Creek, and Charles Ballance‟s father, Willis Ballance and Willis‟ 

second wife, Joanna, were among the principal founders of the new Kentucky society.   

The Ballances converted July 12, 1806, when Charles was 6 years old. They immediately 

moved their family from Madison County to Garret County, Ky, where the Shakers first 

planned to form a community.  Shaker plans were changed, however, after Elisha 

Thomas‟ donation, and the Ballances subsequently sold their Garret County property and 

moved to Shaker property near Shawnee Run March 1, 1808.     According to Shaker 

procedure, the Ballance family then separated, with the adults assuming family 

assignments, while their children, including one year old Prudence and eight year old 

Charles, lived in separate quarters and were raised by Shaker caretakers.  Thomas 

Bryant‟s family, parents, aunts, uncles and cousins entered Pleasant Hill in 1810.    

Thomas‟ father, John, was appointed agent for the Society in 1811, and ordained first 

legal Trustee in 1814. John Bryant‟s children, Thomas and William, were also raised in 

the children‟s house.  In 1814, 128 Believers at Pleasant Hill, among them all of Peoria‟s 

future apostates who were of legal age, would sign a second Covenant which required 

final, irrevocable surrender of private property and full personal dedication to the 

community of Believers.  (Pleasant Hill records, unpublished, Pleasant Hill, Ky.; Clark and Ham, pg. 

14.).    

 

According to Pleasant Hill records, most of the early Shakers entered Pleasant Hill for 

religious reasons, after emotional conversions to the faith.  They usually entered in large 

extended family groups, including parents, several adult children and grandchildren. 

Although it is easy to see this religious impulse, there were practical reasons for their 

decision as well.  Celibate living appealed to women who were tired of frequent 

childbirth, and were willing to forego sex for a more comfortable and longer life.   

Widows and widowers alike, left with several children, found help and support for their 

beleaguered family in communal living, where their children were assured of a healthy 

and spiritual environment, even if their surviving parent should die.    

 

Many of the first Shakers at Pleasant Hill, including Peoria‟s future apostates, were 

hardened frontiersmen and represented families that had survived savage frontier warfare. 

In 1810, Pleasant Hill was situated on a recently tamed Kentucky frontier, and it is  

possible that  some entered the community for the security that group living offered them 

at a time when the American frontier was once again becoming the bloody ground of 

another war, this time the War of 1812.  James Gass‟ family had come to Kentucky with 

Daniel Boone and had survived the siege of Boonesborough. James, was born at 

Boonesborough in 1779 (per Pleasant Hill records), and his daughter, Jinny, was named after 

7 year old Jenny Gass, who was scalped and murdered by Indians at Estill‟s Station in 

1782.  Another relative, John Gass bluntly summed the early and violent times when 

years later, he described the tortured and mutilated body of Col. Richard Callaway as “the 

worst barbequed man I ever saw”. (Faragher, John Mack, Daniel Boone, pg. 201).    

 

Whatever their reasons for joining the Pleasant Hill community of Believers, families 

entering Pleasant Hill were split, and written regulations and oral traditions shaped a 

collective mentality that encouraged them to discard their blood ties and create new 

bonds with fellow believers who became their new family (Stein, pg. 161). Each Shaker 

community was organized into “families” of unrelated adults who lived separate, celibate 
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lives within a single household. At Pleasant Hill, there were five families plus a 

children‟s order (Hutton, Daniel Mac-Hir, Old Shakertown and the Shakers, pp. 14-15).  Each 

family was autonomous within the strict organizational hierarchy of Pleasant Hill and the 

Central Ministry at Mt. Lebanon, New York, and daily life within each family and Shaker 

community was largely uniform throughout the 19 Shaker societies. Nordhoff describes 

life in a Shaker community by quoting former Shaker, Hervey Elkins‟ pamphlet titled 

“Fifteen Years in the Senior Order of the Shakers,” (published in Hanover, NH.,1853 quoted by 

Nordhoff , Charles, in The Communistic Societies of the United States, pp. 177-78) as follows:  
 

“Not a single aspect of life,  whether spiritual or temporal, from the initiative of confession, or 

cleansing the habitation of Christ, to that of dressing the right side first, stepping first with the 

right foot as you ascend a flight of stairs, folding the hands with the right-hand thumb and fingers 

above those of the left, kneeling and rising again with the right leg first, and harnessing first the 

right hand beast, but that has a rule for its perfect and strict performance.”   

 

“We don’t like to take monkeys.”  Harvard Eldress, 1875 

 
In this highly regimented, celibate environment, children like Charles Ballance and 

Thomas Bryant presented special problems of discipline and care which the Shakers 

never altogether solved, as Nordhoff discovered. In 1875,  he asked an Eldress at Harvard 

Society, “Do you like to take children?” She answered, “Yes, we like to take children, 

but we don‟t like to take monkeys.” (Nordhoff,  pg. 192-3).      

 

Shaker children, were raised by a series of care-takers in the “Children‟s Family”, 

sometimes called the Children‟s Order, a special Shaker family grouping specifically for 

children under the age of 16.  Babies and infants, such as Prudence Ballance and 

Hortensia Voris, were separated from their mothers after they were weaned from the 

breast, or about one year old. (The Origin and Progress of the Society at Pleasant Hill and 

unpublished Pleasant Hill records)     Although they lived separately, the children were able to 

see their parents and older siblings from time to time.  As an adult, Charles frequently 

described himself as an orphan, yet he was devoted to his youngest sister, Prudence, who 

had been raised from infancy in the Children‟s Order at Pleasant Hill.   

  

Former Shaker Hervey Elkins described a child‟s life in a Shaker community as follows:  
 “The children, or all under the age of sixteen, unless very precocious, live, eat, work, 

play, sleep, and worship accompanied only by their care-takers.  Once upon the Sabbath do they 

worship with the adults.  Their meetings are not so long, neither do they retire but fifteen minutes 

before them………Stubborn children are sometimes corrected with a rod; but any child or beast 

that requires an extreme severity of coercion to induce them to conform, the society are not 

allowed to keep.  The contumacious child must be returned to his parents or guardian, and the 

perverse beast must be sold.”   
 “The boys‟ shop, so called, is a building two stories in height.  In the upper loft is a large 

room where the care-takers reside, and where the boys who wish to read, write or reflect may 

retire from the jabbering and confusion below.  Whenever they leave their house or shop, they are 

required to go two abreast and keep step with each other.  No loud talking was allowable in the 

court yards at any time.  No talking or whispering when passing through the tasteful courts to 

their work, their school, their meetings, or their meals; a still, soft walk on tiptoe, and an 

indistinct closing of doors in the house; a gentle, yet a more brisk movement in the shops; a free 
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and jovial conversation when by themselves in the fields; but not a word, unless when spoken to, 

when other brethren than their care takers were present – such were the orders we saw 

rigorously enforced, and the lenities we freely granted.  We allowed them to indulge in the 

innocent sports practiced elsewhere.  But wrestling and scuffling were rarely permitted.  No 

sports were allowed in the courtyards unless all loud talk was suppressed.  We a few times 

permitted them to roll trucks there, but allowed no verbal communication only by whispering.   

 “All were taught to confess all violations of their instructions, and a portion of every 

Saturday was set apart for that purpose.  They enter one at a time, and kneel before the care- 

taker; and after confessing their faults, the care-taker makes some necessary inquiries in relation 

to other boys, gives them generally some good advice, and they depart.  After eighteen years of 

age, they are not required to kneel during the act of confession.  To watch over a company of 

boys like these is, with a little tact, an easy task.  The vigils must be incessant; but there are in so 

large a number those upon whom the caretaker may rely; and if ill conduct or bad habits are 

creeping in, it may soon be detected by a shrewd observer.”  (Nordhoff,  pg. 178-179.)   

 

Daniel Mac-Hir Hutton, in Old Shakertown and the Shakers, states that “Nowhere in 

any of their works or records have we found provision or direction or mention for a play 

place.” (pg. 59.) There was little time for play in the lives of early Shaker children.  The 

Shakers viewed children, both their own and adopted apprentices, as a source of labor, 

and they were taught at least one trade. Like their adult counterparts, work and worship 

dominated the lives of even these small children. When they left Pleasant Hill as adults 

and discarded their Shaker faith, work continued to dominate the lives of Peoria‟s Shaker 

apostates. Charles Ballance later described both himself and Francis Voris as being 

drudges to work, implying that, although they did enjoy their work, that it was carried on 

in almost a compulsive manner, quite unlike their non-Shaker counterparts.  Ballance‟s 

motto was “never waste a minute” (Rice,  History of Peoria City and County, pg. 577), a lesson 

that he learned well at Pleasant Hill.   

 

Charles Ballance, Thomas Bryant, Patsy Thomas and other Shaker children attended 

classes three months a year for an elementary education in reading, writing, and simple 

math.   Boys attended school in the winter, while girls attended separately in the summer. 

Hervey L. Eads‟ education at South Union community, Kentucky is typical of a Shaker 

education during this early period. Born near South Union in 1807, “Eads entered the 

society in his mother‟s arms.  Before he was one year old, he was placed in the 

Children‟s Order.  He lived in the Children‟s Order until he was fifteen, attending school 

three months of each year after he was four.  At the mature age of six, he worked steadily 

at manual labor, learning seven or eight different trades.”  (White and Taylor,  pg. 165)     
 

As a matter of principle, the Society formally avoided the use of corporal punishment, yet 

the precise nature of disciplinary practices varied with individual caretakers.  Stein states 

that there were numerous discipline problems and claims of child abuse from outsiders 

(pg. 60). The society‟s rigid standards were enforced both by adults and the children‟s 

peers themselves.  Some children adjusted to the regimen better than others. After he left 

Pleasant Hill in 1829, Charles Ballance was remembered as a difficult child who never 

completely accepted his situation at Pleasant Hill.  Although he signed the covenants of 

1814 and 1824, Ballance is recorded as not being a believer in the tenants of the faith.  
(unpublished Pleasant Hill records, incl. Winterthur 1044.10 (SA 1215.10) transcribed by K. Fleming, 

5/21/93) 



 9 

 

“Come, let us all be marching on 

Into the New Jerusalem”  Shaker Dancing Song 

 

Mature Shaker communities like Pleasant Hill were flourishing communities, that 

appeared to support the Shakers‟ later claims that “Shakerism presents a system of faith and a 

mode of life, which, has solved social and religious problems and successfully established practical 

brotherhoods of industry, besides freeing woman from inequality and injustice.  To this there must be 

added that it has banished from its precincts monopoly, immorality, intemperance, and crime, by creating a 

life of purity, social freedom and altruistic industry.” (White and Taylor, preface.)  When English 

writer and social critic Harriet Martineau visited Shaker communities at Hancock and 

New Lebanon in 1834, however, she observed a disturbing contradiction between 

material wealth and comfort on one hand, and, on the other hand, the regimentation, 

intellectual poverty and  preoccupation with celibacy engendered by the Shaker faith and 

lifestyle. She wrote in Society in America that: 
 “There is no question of their entire success, as far as wealth is concerned…….The earth does not 

show more flourishing fields, gardens, and orchards than theirs.  The houses are spacious and in all 

respects unexceptional.  The finish of every external thing testifies to their wealth, both of material and 

leisure.  The floor of their place of worship (the scene of their peculiar exercises,) the roofs of their houses, 

their stair-carpets, the feet of their chairs, the springs of their gates, and their spitting boxes – for even 

these neat people have spitting boxes – show a nicety which is rare in America.  Their table fare is of the 

very best quality.”  Martineau‟s party had anticipated having lunch at the village, but were at first refused, 

the Shakers saying that they did not want to make money by furnishing refreshments to impromptu guests, 

and did not desire the trouble.  After  considerable pleading Martineau says that “For once, however, they 

kindly gave way; and we were provided with delicious bread, molasses, butter, cheese, and wine, all home 

made, of course.  If happiness lay in bread and butter, and such things, these people have attained the 

summum bonum.” Martineau went on to take careful note of the quantity and variety of items which the 

Shakers produced for sale.  This is as far, however, as Martineau‟s compliments extend.   

 Martineau continues, “there must be something sound in the principles on which these people 

differ form the rest of the world, or they would not work at all; but the little that is vital is dreadfully 

encumbered with that which is dead. Like all religious persuasions from which one differs, that of the 

Shakers appears more reasonable in conversation, and in their daily actions, than on paper and at a 

distance.  In actual life, the absurd and peculiar recedes before the true and universal; but I own, I have 

never witnessed more visible absurdity than in the way of life of the Shakers.  The sound part of their 

principle is the same that has sustained all devotees; and with it is joined a spirit of fellowship which makes 

them more in the right than the Anchorites and Friars of old.  This is all.  Their spiritual pride, their insane 

vanity, their intellectual torpor, their mental grossness, are melancholy to witness.  Reading is discouraged 

among them.  Their thoughts are full of the one subject, of celibacy; with what effect, may be easily 

imagined.  Their religious exercises are disgustingly full of it.  It cannot be otherwise, for they have no 

other interesting subject of thought beyond their daily routine of business, no objects in life, no wants, no 

hopes, no novelty of experience whatever.  Their life is all dull work and no play.” 

 

 The women, who, according to Everett Webber, were often commanded to “go on the toes, left 

arm folded across the stomach, right hand on the side, tips of the fingers touching the thumb” (Weber, pg. 

57),  specifically commanded Martineau‟s attention.  She states that “the women, in their frightful costume, 

close opaque caps, and drab gowns of the last degree of tightness and scantiness, are nothing short of 

disgusting.  They are averse to the open air and exercise, they are pallid and spiritless.  They look far more 

forlorn and unnatural than the men.  Their soulless stare at us, before their worship began, was almost as 

affecting as that of the lowest order of slaves; and when they danced, they were like so many galvanized 

corpses.”  (Martineau, Harriet, Society in America, Vol. 1, 1837, pp. 310-311 and 313-314.)    

 

By the late 1820‟s, Pleasant Hill, with a population of approximately 490 Believers was 

as prosperous as the eastern communities visited by Martineau.   Shakers were skilled 
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and tireless workers, and at Pleasant Hill, they built a diversified and self-sustaining 

agricultural and light industrial community.  The Society owned approximately 3,000 

acres of land and their assets included a grist mill, fulling mill, saw mill, tan yard, ferries, 

a stone quarry, a public tavern for travelers, and fine brick, stone and frame buildings, all 

built by the residents themselves.  They sold a wide variety of goods and services, 

including seeds, herbs and herbal medicines, and milled grains. They dyed fabrics, not 

only for their own use, but commercially as well.  They constructed flatboats and 

transported their exports to nearby communities, as well as St. Louis and New Orleans.   

 

Peoria‟s future Shaker apostates played an important part in Pleasant Hill‟s impressive 

agricultural and commercial success. In 1812, James Gass became a Trustee and was 

appointed to transact the society‟s external business. (Clark and Hamm, pg.12). Like 

subsequent trustees, including Francis Voris, Gass became a salesman for Shaker 

products and a purchasing agent for goods which the order had to buy. In 1816, Francis 

Voris and Abram Fite departed on the first of several long voyages by flatboat to St. 

Louis and New Orleans. In 1824,Voris signed an invoice for Shaker products shipped to 

Selma, Alabama and Herculaneum, MO. The inventory included carpeting, oil(linseed), 

cedar ware, large and small brooms, blue grass seed, baskets, hats, sugar boxes and 

carpenter‟s gauges all quality products made at Pleasant Hill. (Source: unpublished Pleasant 

Hill account books and invoices).   
 

In 1827, Charles Ballance wrote and published A Small Treatise on Gardening by 

Charles Ballance, Seed Gardener and Nurseryman for the United Society at Pleasant Hill, Ky., 

perhaps the earliest horticulture publication in the west.     He states in the preface, that 

his booklet “is designed principally for the benefit of those who are in the habit of buying our garden 

seeds.  For this reason, I have not directed how to raise good seed, but only how to raise good vegetables 

from good seed.  Having been a practical Gardener for twelve years in this place, the reader may be 

assured that the instructions are adapted to this climate.”  He further adds that “As I have no education, 

only what I have obtained under the most disadvantageous circumstances, and have trusted entirely to my 

own ability in preparing the manuscript, a display of literature will not be expected.”  

                                                 C.  B.   

Pleasant Hill, November 28, 1827   

 

Ballance was 27 years old when he published his treatise and had been a gardener and 

nurseryman since he was 15 years old.  He was considered an expert in his field, since the 

Shakers allowed him to publish this work and they distributed it to their seed customers. 

The treatise is one of the earliest professional gardening books written specifically by and 

for western farmers. It is a valuable piece of American agricultural history, and a copy of 

the work is held in the collection of the New York Botanical Garden. 
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Dissent and secession shatters the peace at Pleasant Hill 
 “About 1826, we began to be beset in various ways by the aggressions and 

impingements of seceders..”   
Origin and Progress  of the Society at Pleasant Hill 

 

Even as Charles Ballance wrote his gardening Treatise, the strong bonds of community 

and cooperation were crumbling beneath the calm surface of the Shakers‟ Kentucky 

utopia.  Peoria‟s future Shakers were at the center of the controversy, and their dissent 

and demand for political change within the society shook the foundations of Pleasant 

Hill, and threatened other Shaker communities with similar unrest.  Conservative Shaker 

leaders quickly identified Elder James Gass as “one of the principal heads of the party of 

infidelity and opposition” (Pleasant Hill document WR IV A 53, pg. 1).  Gass, along with other 

Pleasant Hill pioneers and many members of the rising generation, revolted against the 

absolute authority of the church hierarchy and the rules and regulations that governed 

every aspect of Believers‟ lives.    The dissidents demanded democratic reforms, and if 

reforms were not instituted, threatened the dissolution of the Pleasant Hill Society and the 

disbursement of its assets.  

 

The anonymous author of the Origin & Progress of the Society at Pleasant Hill,  a 

devout Believer, wrote that “about 1826 we began to be beset in various ways by the 

aggressions and impingements of seceders or apostates, some of whom set up claims as Covenant 

members and attempted to keep possession and reside in the families among Believers, or to go 

and come when they pleased, while they threw off all disguise and publicly renounced the faith 

and disclaimed all allegiance to the Society, rejected its authority and refused submission to the 

rules and regulations thereof.  Others that left the place trespass[ed] upon our rights and 

privileges in various way.  These things brought great trouble upon the society and gave rise to 

much legal litigation between the parties..” (pg. 28, spelling and punctuation provided by author).  

 

In response to the dissidents‟ demands, changes were approved by Pleasant Hill‟s Senior 

Elder, Mother Lucy Smith., and some leadership positions became elected seats.  James 

Gass, for example, was elected an elder of the first family.   In 1827, Gass and Tyler 

Baldwin went to the central Ministry in New Lebanon, New York to seek confirmation of 

the changes made at Pleasant Hill. Their mission was a failure. Instead of approving the 

changes, the church leadership declared the Kentucky community to be in disharmony 

with the central doctrines and orders of the communal pattern established by New 

Lebanon and instituted quick and decisive measures to stem the revolutionary tide. 

Delegations of ministry and stalwart elders were sent from Shaker strongholds at Union 

Village, Ohio and New Lebanon, New York, to take direct action to quiet the dissension, 

reassert control, and restore religious order at Pleasant Hill. Mother Lucy Smith, was 

declared weak in mind and body, relieved of her responsibilities and escorted to Union 

Village, and Second Elder Samuel Turner was installed in her place. (Stein,  pg. 128). 
 

An unidentified member of one of the Ministry delegations wrote the following 

description of the dissention at Pleasant Hill in a confidential letter dated Sept. 8, 1828,  

“The condition of P.H. we have good reason to hope, is not to be despaired of, although it is 

indeed deplorable to what it was about 5 or 6 years ago, as it respects both spiritual and 

temporal life and strength.”  After Mother Lucy Smith‟s initial concessions, apparently “parties 
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were gradually formed – all aspiring to be leads, and the heretical, the fault finders, flesh 

mongers, and ism hunters, all found subjects enough to speculate to reason and to debate upon – 

infidel philosophy and evil gained the ascendancy, so the gift and influence of the Ministry and of 

the leading part of the Society declined.  In the meantime, there was that John Whitby, of 

detestable memory, in his outward appearance and manners, he was very mild, prudent and 

exemplary, but at the same time, very sly, undermining, cunning and deceitful, at heart a perfect 

infidel, secretly and assiduously, under a most pious cloak, insinuating ideas and inculcating 

principles of the most dangerous and infernal kind, --Infidelity, pride, presumption, disorder and 

confusion, grew into a contagion – contagion spread and grew into a plague,--Scarcely an 

honorable member but became contaminated, or as they now call it, „Smok‟d‟. „Away with 

Ministry, Elders and Deacons, but such as are of the PEOPLE‟S own choosing,‟ was a governing 

sense, and instilled as much as possible into the minds of the younger classes. –„Down with 

priestcraft‟ – was the cry, in exultation of the prospect – „let the PEOPLE be liberated from 

bondage, and be free to judge and to act for themselves.‟   It is easier to sense than to describe, 

what mischief and confusion, what affliction and distress, such an infidel and libertine spirit must 

create...........Numbers continued going off to the world, leaving still their poison behind – while 

others as poisonous and so infidel as they, and who wished to be received by the body as leads 

and legislators, were determined to stay on the ground, claim their right to the property and 

premises and to do as they pleased…….All these existing and growing evils, made it sufficiently 

evident to all who could see and feel, that the Society were in a rapid way to ruin.” (unpublished 

anonymous letter dated September 8, 1828, to Elder Nathaniel of Pittsfield, MA, transcribed by Larrie 

Curry, Pleasant Hill, Nov. 1992).       
 

With conservative leadership now firmly in control, fighting within Pleasant Hill became 

vicious.  In September, 1828, a dissenter‟s letter was intercepted and used to intimidate 

dissenters still living in the community.   It was “publicly reproved and read from house 

to house and denounced, till it had the chance of operating, both as a vomit and a purge. 

But so secret and determined do these chiefs and evil workers mean to be that no one 

would own his being the author of that letter.” (ibid.) 

 

Future Peoria apostate James Gass, thwarted in his efforts to reform the Society at 

Pleasant Hill was expelled from the community on January 28, 1828. He eventually 

became a litigant against the Society.  Tyler Baldwin was expelled February 19, 1829.  

By late 1828, 42 pioneer members of Pleasant Hill had departed and “entered the world,” 

and legal suits against the Shakers were beginning to pile up in Kentucky courts.  

According to Clark and Ham, some of the apostates stated that they had failed to find the 

perfectibility of men and spiritual surcease which Mother Ann Lee‟s gospel had promised 
(Clark and Ham,  pg. 46).   
 

Trustee Francis Voris, himself a future Peoria apostate, managed the village‟s internal 

affairs and organized Pleasant Hill‟s legal defense during this period. Voris retained the 

confidence of the Central Ministry in Mt. Lebanon, and tried to secure Society assets, as 

apostates sued to recover their property or funds. In a letter to the Ministry dated May 13, 

1827, Voris wrote “There seems to be a near approach at this place, of troubles with apostates; 

and from the threatening attitude which a combined number of them are assuming, we may expect 

to undergo the ordeal of a thorough judicial scrutiny; and we think, from the grounds which their 

council seems to take, they mean to attack the foundation principles of the Church Covenant, on 

the score of its  being contrary to the spirit and genius of the Constitution and government of the 

United States, and at war with the Common Law principles, we being somewhat in the form of a 
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Church Corporation without a license. Upon this ground, however, we do not think there is much 

danger. Yet we think it altogether necessary to be well prepared with the best lights upon the 

subject that we can procure…” (unpublished letter, Pleasant Hill, transcribed by Katherine Fleming, 

1993, spelling and punctuation provided by the present author). 

 

Voris clearly is concerned and irritated by the suits and the disharmony. He further states that 

apostate Samuel Banta  “an old man, who believed in the first opening in this country, and who 

then brought in considerable money and property, say to the amount of three or four thousand 

dollars, and who in the year 1814 signed the Church covenant, has turned off.  He now claims his 

money and property to remove away again, disregarding his having entered into the Covenant, 

and once dedicating his property to the use of the gospel.  The old man is greatly strengthened by 

other apostates, who are urging him on; as also are two of his own children in the world, who 

hold a respectable standing in point of Character, as well as one of them having considerable 

property.  This together with his age, and grey head, and former good character in the world, 

forms altogether an imposing appearance.  And added to this, they are endeavoring to make it an 

electioneering hobby on which his council wishes to ride into the state Legislature” (ibid).   
 

“It appears evident that as they have rejected God, that God has forsaken 

them in a very striking manner.”  

Pleasant Hill Believer speaks of Apostates, September 13, 1831 

 

By 1830, only a handful of the children of the original Pleasant Hill pioneers remained in 

the community.  The early apostates, several of them future Peorians, did not remove far 

from Pleasant Hill while their law suits were pending in Kentucky courts.   According to 

Pleasant Hill records, the apostates plagued the Pleasant Hill community by raiding their 

stock, secretly communicating with residents, and inciting public enmity against the 

Society in nearby Danville and Harrodsburg.  On September 13, 1831, a Pleasant Hill 

Believer wrote to the Central Ministry describing the problems that they were having 

with apostates engaging in some vicious gossip: 
 “It is certain that we have been much afflicted for a number of years past, in 

consequence of false brethren and reprobates, who have gone out from among us, and stirred up 

the feelings of many of the world of mankind in these parts, to do the Believers all the injure in 

their power, so that if possible they might destroy this society all together.” 

 ……. they seem to meet with losses and disappointments in a peculiar manner, one of  

which we will mention.  Last spring five or six of them purchased a boat, and loaded it with 

articles of manufacture of one kind and another, such as they could collect, to the amount of 

about $1400, a part of which belonged to themselves and a part to others.  They set off from 

Shawnee Run, for New Orleans market.  They went on about 15 miles down the river, where their 

boat stove against a rock, so that it emptied itself into the river, and the boat floated off in pieces.  

The crew saved their lives by leaping upon the bank of the river; but their cargo was mostly lost.  

After this, these apostates returned back into this neighborhood.  James Gass, who was one the 

boat‟s crew, has since got into an old house with his family and others of his sort, within about a 

mile of us, for the purpose of pilfering and stealing from the Believers, as is reported among the 

world.  However that may be, they evidently carry on that business largely, even to the taking of 

cattle and sheep and grain from the fields, together with many other things.”  (Pleasant Hill 

archives, excerpts, unpublished document, dated September 13, 1831, Winterthur 1044.10, transcribed by 

K. Fleming, 5/21/93). 

 

According to Pleasant Hill records, Charles Ballance sold a horse belonging to the 

Society in order to discharge a debt that he had acquired “in the world.”   He was 
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formally expelled from the Pleasant Hill community March 14, 1829, with the Believers 

loudly damning him to Hell. Ballance settled his law suits against the Shakers out of 

court in 1831, and received a payment of $350 from the Shakers. ( “Journal of Charles 

Ballance,” Ernest East, editor, JISHS, Vol. 30, #1, pg. 71.) 

 

In 1834, James Gass, Samuel Banta and the other litigants lost their law suits against the 

Shakers, and the binding validity of the Pleasant Hill covenant was upheld in the 

Kentucky Court of Appeals.  The court ruled that Gass and Banta had been instrumental 

in forming the Pleasant Hill association and now were “men disappointed in their objects 

of ambition………[that they were] of sound mind and of mature full age before they 

joined the society……. [and instead of] being defrauded or seduced by others, they 

themselves were leading members inducing others to join them in the compact.  Gass led 

the van – for his signature is the very first put to the covenant.” (The Decision of the Court of 

Appeals, in Kentucky, published Dayton, Ohio, 1834, Western Reserve Historical Society microfiche, pp. 

50-51.) 
 

The court decisions strengthened the Shakers‟ legal right to communal organization and 

protected them from further efforts on behalf of apostates to collect property and 

compensation from the Society.  But the elders, desperate to be rid of the recalcitrant 

former Believers, paid the apostates $13,000 to resettle elsewhere, preferably as far away 

from Pleasant Hill as possible. (Clark and Ham, pg. 48.) Several former Shakers, including 

James Gass and his family, used their share of the funds to buy property or establish 

businesses in or near Peoria.  

 

The Shaker apostates themselves are not known to have left a written record of their 

reasons for leaving Pleasant Hill.  What we understand to be the case is gleaned from 

Shaker records and the decision of the Kentucky Court of Appeals.  Pleasant Hill was 

born in the fervor of the Kentucky Revival and began as an apocalyptic community 

whose believers were faithfully uniting and cleansing themselves in preparation for the 

imminent end of days. As it became evident that the apocalyptic predictions were not 

going to come to pass in the immediate future, the Shakers reasoned that, although the 

millennial day had dawned, that it was going to be a very long day that could last 

decades, but that Believers, nonetheless, should remain ready for the end of days. (Green 

and Wells, A Summary View of the Millenial Church, pg. 255). The Shaker‟s called their new 

insight the Millennial Church and life at Pleasant Hill and other Shaker communities 

became strictly regulated lest Believers be found wanting on the day of divine judgment. 

All facets of the Believers‟ daily lives were constrained by rules that regulated how they 

ate, walked, talked, dressed themselves, worked and slept. As time passed, the 

community grew wealthy and very comfortable on their combined assets and 

achievements, but the personal lifestyle became suffocating and intolerable for many 

residents. Not wanting, however, to abandon their Shaker faith, dissidents first tried to 

reform the Society from within, making it more democratic, electing Pleasant Hill 

leaders,  and relaxing prohibitions against communicating with each other. The Central 

Ministry, along with conservative elements within the Kentucky Society itself, came 

down like thunder upon the upstarts, and crushed all dissent.  Dissidents  who tried to 

remain and fight for their reforms were eventually driven out of the community,  while 
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those who remained at Pleasant Hill continued trimming their lamps and waiting for new 

Believers from the world to enter the community and replenish their ranks.   

 

“I still will call myself Kentucky’s wild child 

Although I never may return to thee, 

I love thee still, thou still are dear to me.” 
Charles Ballance, January, 1832 

 

According to Pleasant Hill records, Charles Ballance‟s letters and journal/scrapbook, 

many of the Shaker apostates continued to communicate with each other, work and  

sometimes live together immediately after leaving the Shaker community, turning to each 

other for support and guidance as they adjusted both personally and professionally to the 

world.   
 

Apostates who had been raised at Pleasant Hill or lived in a Shaker community for many 

years had developed mannerisms and attitudes that were very different than those of the 

average person of the world. They were very quiet people, walking softly, closing doors 

softly, speaking in quiet voices. They were not skilled at small talk, and they worked 

constantly.  They were forbidden to have pets, which in Kentucky and early Illinois 

would have branded them as being distinctly odd.   Charles Ballance alluded to this 

difference and the social awkwardness that he felt in the following undated poem titled  

 

“Reasons for not signing album”: 
“But I, alas, without a friend or dime, 

Was cast an orphan on the sea of time 

To sink or swim, or boldly force my way, 

Where thousands disappear beneath the spray. 

I‟ve had no time to learn the art to please, 

Nor means to live in fashionable ease, 

I‟ve been a drudge to business twenty years; 

I‟m growing old, as from my hair appears, 

And am, as I would think, the last of men, 

To please just such a lady with my pen. 

I‟ve read somewhat of politics and law, 

And could a statute or mortgage draw; 

And something I might say I understand, 

About land titles, and the price of land. 

I could a plain and homely lecture give‟ 

On making money with a view to live; 

But how to spend it in those genteel ways, 

to dandies known in these degenerate days; 

or how a billet doux should be composed, 

or how a modern courtship should be made, 

By those who follow courtship as a trade, 

Are matters I do not pretend to teach, 

So far are they beyond my muse‟s reach.” 
(Source: Ballance Scrapbook, manuscript collection, Lincoln Presidential Library, Springfield, excerpts of  

poem  published in the Peoria Republican, undated news clipping.)  
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The Shakers were strictly celibate, and had developed an elaborate set of rules, 

procedures and customs to ensure that celibacy would be maintained.  Communication 

between the men and women, boys and girls was strictly supervised, and even winking or 

blinking at one another was forbidden. Yet, within the confines of the repressed sexual 

environment at Pleasant Hill, love and nature apparently found a way to flourish, and 

several of the apostates married each other within days or weeks of leaving the 

community and soon started families of their own.   

 

Abram Fite, 46, left Pleasant Hill June 3, 1831 and married Anna Reed, another apostate, 

on August 19, 1831, two days after she left Pleasant Hill.  According to census records, 

Abram was married twice and had ten children.  Francis Voris left Pleasant Hill August 

25, 1829 and married Patsy (Martha) Thomas shortly after she left the Shakers in October 

of the same year. Of the 26 former Shakers known to have been living in Illinois in later 

years, only 3 (Charles Ballance, James G. Lineback, and Hortensia Voris) are known to 

have married out of the tight circle of Apostates.  Moreover, all of the known Peoria 

apostates married, and only Thomas Bryant did not have children. 

 

Since Believers were expected to dissolve their traditional family ties when they entered 

Pleasant Hill, the bonds between parents and children, brothers and sisters were   

weakened and strained.  It is remarkable, therefore, that family ties among the apostates 

had not been broken by more than 20 years of Shaker socialization.  James Gass, for 

example, entered Pleasant Hill with his children, and he and his wife left with two sons 

and a daughter. Francis Voris left with his brothers Abram, Samuel, David, Henry, James 

Jr. and sister Hortensia and Montfort cousins Charity, David, Henry, John Jr., John Sr, 

and Banta relatives as well.    

 

Thomas Bryant was the only apostate in Peoria to settle without accompanying spouse or 

family (although there is some evidence that his brother William settled elsewhere in 

Illinois).   Charles Ballance brought his sister, Prudence, to Peoria in 1834. Other former 

Shakers, the Gass, Voris, Congleton and Lineback families were complex 

intergenerational families consisting of brothers and sisters, parents and adult children, 

nieces, nephews and wards.  All of these families, including the Ballances and Thomas 

Bryant shared complex bonds of marriage and kinship that persisted for two generations 

in Illinois.   

 

The Voris family group members lived together for the rest of their lives, thus most 

closely replicating their Pleasant Hill experience.   Charles and Julia Ballance were close 

friends of the Voris‟ and lived across the street from them for many years.   Julia later 

remembered them fondly:  
 “Mr. Ballance came from Kentucky to Peoria in 1831 and soon afterward induced his 

friends, the Vorises, to join him here.  The family consisted of Mr. and Mrs. Francis Voris, two 

younger brothers, Abram and Sam, a sister, Hortensia, and Miss Sarah Congleton.  The brothers 

kept a general store, which developed into a forwarding and commission business.  They also 

went into the packing of pork in winter, which they would pack in flat boats and when the river 

opened in the spring, send it down the river where there was always a ready market for 

provisions.  Their store was located on Water Street for years and their various interests 

furnished employment for a number of young men.  Miss Hortensia Voris married Dr. Hogan, a 
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practicing physician, but in a year or two they moved to Texas and I lost sight of them.  Mr. 

Abram Voris went down the river as supercargo of a line of flat-boats, and while in the 

neighborhood of Natchez took the cholera and died.  A year or two later, Mr. Samuel Voris 

married Miss Congleton and for more than a quarter of a century the two brothers, Francis and 

Samuel, with their families lived together in the homestead in perfect accord.  As children grew to 

maturity and were married, additions would be made to the original house, but so long as the 

first couples remained there was no thought of separation.  As time went on, they prospered and 

for years were considered among the wealthiest as well as the most hospitable people in the 

county.”   (“Reminiscences of Julia M. Ballance”, 1899 in Rice, Col. James M., Peoria City and County 

Illinois, pg. 69.  Col. Rice was Julia‟s son in law.) (note: Sarah Congleton is Sally Congleton, according to 

Shaker researcher and Voris descendent, Jean Dones.)  

 

The apostates Shaker experience prepared them very well for the business of 

making a living in the world.  While at Pleasant Hill, they had built a model community 

with a prosperous economy out of the raw Kentucky frontier.  They designed and 

constructed all of their own buildings, mills, ferries and boats. They made fine furniture, 

textiles, clothing, and accessories.  Although Pleasant Hill‟s economy was based upon 

agriculture, the Shakers processed their own agricultural products and developed light 

industries based upon these products.  For example, they wove and dyed fabrics produced 

from cotton and flax grown in their fields, and sold them commercially.  They grew, 

packaged and sold seeds along with Charles Ballance‟s gardening guide. They were their 

own business managers and salesmen and provided a wide range of goods and services to 

the surrounding community. Unlike Harriet Martineau‟s eastern Shakers, who did not 

like to cater to visitors, Pleasant Hill was located on the old Lexington – Louisville stage 

road, and for many years, the Pleasant Hill Shakers operated a fine tavern for travelers. 

 

In Peoria, the Voris brothers quickly reopened their business links with St. Louis 

and New Orleans, helping to establish a non-fur trade related commercial link with 

the South that dominated the Peoria economy prior to the Civil War.  They 

combined their agricultural assets with the business and trade skills that they had learned 

at Pleasant Hill. One of their earliest ventures was pork packing, transporting the meat to 

New Orleans on their flatboats (Ballance Scrapbook, undated news article written by C. Ballance 

titled “Encouraging”).  In ensuing years, the Voris family had numerous prominent and 

successful business interests and its members were among Peoria‟s wealthiest citizens.  

Charles Ballance was not only a real estate speculator, he also was a surveyor.  He 

surveyed the City of Peoria in 1832 and 1834 (Rennick, “The Old Galena Trail,” map, pg. 371), 

and Ballance, the Voris‟ and Thomas Bryant all developed additions to the City of Peoria 

(Allen’s New Atlas of the City of Peoria, 1903, maps, pages 4, 5, & 17.). Charles Ballance and Isaac 

G. Lineback owned and operated a ferry (East, “Ballance Journal,” pg.79).  Lineback was a 

tailor and owned a general clothing store (Peoria Register and Northwestern Gazetteer, May 13, 

1837.) 

 

Mason Gass and Prudence Ballance Gass managed Peoria‟s first resort hotel, the Prospect 

Hill Pavilion, which was located on the bluff overlooking the Illinois River Valley and 

commanded an impressive view of Lake Peoria.  S. Dewitt Drown described the hotel in 

his Almanac for 1851: “the building is a substantial frame of 76 feet with wings extending back 

52 feet, and has one of the finest ball rooms in the State.  It is kept in good style by Mr. Mason 

Gass, who, with his „better half‟ know well how to get up the „creature comforts of the inner 
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man.‟  Here, too, the weary traveler can take his rest, (for it is situated on the direct road from 

Peoria to Galena,) and here those disposed, can „trip the light fantastic too,‟ and „go home with 

the girls in the morning.‟”  (Drowns‟ Almanac for 1851, Peoria, 1850, pg. 113.)  The property was 

originally owned by Julia Ballance‟s uncle, Isaac Kellar, who bought it through Charles 

Ballance, who also invested in property overlooking the river. Later, Thomas Bryant, 

who married Prudence after Mason Gass‟ death,  owned a vineyard below the hill along 

the Galena Road, where he and his nephew, James Congleton made wine in large 

quantities. Samuel Voris was one of Bryant‟s financial backers (per Bryant estate records, 

Peoria County). The Voris family, who owned a foundry, artesian wells, and the state‟s 

first telegraphic line, was also in the entertainment business with refreshing,   medicinal 

sulfur springs, named the Voris Springs (Bateman & McCullough, History of Peoria County, 

1902, pg. 269, 133, 94, Peoria WPA index, Oakford, pg. 83-84) 
 

Peoria’s Shaker Apostates were a very closely knit community that remained 

hidden within the larger Peoria community, and there is no evidence that their 

contemporaries were aware of their past associations at Pleasant Hill, or even with 

each other. This is all the more remarkable because Charles Ballance, Francis Voris, 

John Congleton, Thomas Bryant, and Voris grand nephew Henry Baldwin were all 

elected to various public offices over a period of 35 years. Francis Voris, for example,  

was elected to the Illinois State House of Representatives in 1836, appointed director of 

the State Bank of Illinois in 1838, and elected Peoria town trustee in 1842 (Illinois State 

Archives, WPA name index of early settlers.) Ballance provided an interesting biography for 

publication when he ran for office, and he wrote affectionate obituaries for Francis and 

Patsy Voris, but Shakers and Pleasant Hill are never alluded to (news clippings, Ballance 

Scrapbook.) He was elected Mayor of Peoria in 1856 and served as city alderman for 

several years.  Henry Baldwin was elected Mayor in 1866.  Thomas Bryant was Sheriff 

of Peoria County 1835-40 and Judge of Probate Court and Probate Justice of the Peace, 

1847-49 (Peoria Public Library, WPA name index.)  In business affairs, it appears that the 

apostates might have been silent partners in each other‟s early ventures, such as the 

Ballance-Lineback ferry in 1835, in which Isaac G. Lineback‟s participation was not 

publicized.  Peoria County Estate records for the Ballance, Bryant, and Voris and 

Lineback families reveal that the apostates kept their estate business within the former 

Shaker group and their children, leaving trusted confidants within the family to put 

personal papers and business records in order, far from prying eyes.    

 

Peoria‟s early Shaker connection remained a well kept secret for at least 70 years until 

Peoria newspaperman and local historian, Earnest East, published Charles Ballance‟s 

“Journal” in the Journal of the Illinois State Historical Society in April, 1937. East, 

however, did not recognize or elaborate on references to Pleasant Hill and the Shakers 

found in the Journal.   East obtained the original document from Ballance granddaughter, 

Carolyn Rice, and printed an entry in which Charles states that “Since the above date, I 

took my sister Prudence from Pleasant Hill to Mr. John Green‟s where she resides.” 

(East,  pg. 71.) East does not inform the reader that Pleasant Hill is a Shaker community or 

that Charles and Prudence Ballance had been members of the community.  The original 

document that East worked with has disappeared.   Charles Ballance’s Scrapbook, 

however, has been preserved in the Lincoln Presidential Library manuscript collection. 

Approximately 10 pages of the original document have been removed, suggesting that 
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East‟s material originated in this scrapbook.  The scrapbook is a collection of hand 

written notes, draft letters, accounts, and newspaper clippings written primarily by 

Ballance under a number of pseudonyms. The Scrapbook also include the historically 

valuable letter to Abram Fite and dozens of autobiographical poems and articles written 

by Ballance, among them, his touching obituary for Patsy Thomas Voris.   

 

In the 1950‟s, local Peoria historian, Aaron Oakford learned of the Shaker connection, 

but only insofar as it related to the Voris family, but he does not cite his sources. Oakford 

did not disclose that Peoria‟s pioneer Voris brothers (Francis, Abram and Samuel) came 

from Pleasant Hill.   Instead, he attributed the Shaker connection to their father as 

follows:   “They were the sons of Samuel Van der Voris, a Hollander, who came to America in 

1754.  Some years later the father worked his way to Pleasant Hill, Kentucky, where he 

established a settlement of „Shakers‟ He was a leader of standing in the community.  

Characteristic of  the Kentucky gentleman, he possessed considerable pride which his children 

inherited.”  (Oakford, Aaron, The Peoria Story, a collection of photographs and short biographies about 

Peoria‟s pioneer families,  Vol. 2, pg. 83, gathered 1949-1957, Peoria Public Library manuscript 

collection.)   In fact, Samuel Van der Voris was not Francis‟ father, and Francis‟ father did 

not come from Holland.  According to Pleasant Hill records, the Voris brothers‟ father 

was John Voris, who was born in 1758 in Middlesex County, New Jersey, and was one of 

the early Kentucky Believers.  He died at Pleasant Hill in 1845, a devout and respected 

Shaker Believer. (Pleasant Hill records, and Hutton, op. cit., pg. 58.) 

 

Conclusion 
 

The frontier has always been a place where individuals can reinvent themselves and 

begin their lives anew.  One usually thinks of individuals in this regard, and occasionally 

families, but rarely an entire group.  It is unusual, therefore, to find a group such as 

Peoria‟s Shaker apostates who came to the frontier, successfully shedding their 

controversial past associations, and establishing themselves as prominent members of the 

new community while at the same time successfully keeping their past a secret. They hid, 

so to speak, in plain view.   

 

Peoria‟s Shakers brought the very best of Pleasant Hill with them.  They were 

industrious, zealous community builders at Pleasant Hill, and they were industrious and 

zealous community builders in Peoria.  It was Shaker apostate Francis Voris who dug the 

very foundations for the first Peoria County Court House in 1834 and superintended the 

construction project.  After Pleasant Hill fell short of their utopian ideal, these remarkable 

individuals managed to reorder and reorganize their lives and using skills learned at 

Pleasant Hill, they helped to build a new, more democratic community on the Illinois 

frontier, where families prospered and the rising generation could look forward to an 

expanding future.   
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Peoria & Associated Illinois Shaker Apostates 
Compiled November, 2005 by Patricia L. Goitein 

Peoria, Illinois 

 

Sources: Pleasant Hill records, Federal Census records, Peoria County Property and 

Estate Records, local histories previously cited.  

       

Ballance, Charles 

Ballance, Prudence, sister of Charles, married first, Mason Gass; married second, Thomas Bryant. 

Bryant, Thomas 

Bryant, William 

Congleton, James R. 

Congleton, John 

Congleton, Sally, married Samuel Voris 

Fite, Abram, settled in Wabash County, Illinois 

Gass, Abby, (Ibby) wife of James   

Gass, Benjamin, settled in Morgan County, IL. 

Gass, James 

Gass, Jane,(Jinny), married  James Congleton 

Gass, Mason, married Prudence Ballance 

Lineback, Isaac Sr.,  

Lineback, Isaac G. 

Lineback, Jacob 

Lineback, Phebe, wife of Jacob 

Lineback, Rhoda, probable wife of Isaac Sr., died prior to 1850. 

Lineback, William 

Reed, Anna, married Abram Fite, died prior to 1850, Abram remarried. 

Maria Saylor, married John Congleton 

Thomas, Patsy, married Francis Voris (see obituary written by Charles Ballance, pg. 23.) 

Voris, Abram 

Voris, Francis 

Voris, Hortensia 

Voris, Samuel 

 

Also important to this list:  

Tyler Baldwin and Jeretta Banta, daughter of Betsy Thomas and Cornelius Banta, niece 

of Patsy Thomas Voris.  Tyler and Jeretta married and had two children, Henry T., and 

Elizabeth.  Francis and Patsy Voris adopted Henry, and he was their sole heir.  According 

to census records, Elizabeth lived with the Voris‟, but was not adopted.  
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(Source: Ballance Scrapbook) 
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Leadership Roles at Pleasant Hill 

Peoria Apostates and their Parents 
Source: Pleasant Hill Records 

Larrie Curry, Curator 

 
Baldwin, Tyler, Deacon for about 7 years, Elder, 4-5 years, Church Family.  

Expelled Feb. 19, 1829.(Father of Henry T. Baldwin) 

 

Ballance, Joanna:  Deaconess for 38 years in various Pleasant Hill families, founded 

East Family with her husband Willis. Died at Pleasant Hill April 19, 1863, at the age 

of 86. (Step mother of Charles Ballance, Mother of Prudence Ballance.)  

   

Ballance, Willis, Elder; East Family founded under the care of Willis and Joanna 

Ballance; held eldership position in several Pleasant Hill families. Died at Pleasant 

Hill May 18, 1824 at 50 years of age. (Father of Charles Ballance and Prudence 

Ballance.) 

 

Bryant, John Sr.: appointed agent of the Society in 1811, ordained first legal trustee, 

1814; helped establish Fraime House Family, 1811. Died at Pleasant Hill, March 24, 

1823 at 70 years of age. (Father of Thomas and William Bryant) 

 

Congleton, John:  was in the eldership and deaconship alternately for several years. 

Left Pleasant Hill June 1, 1831, married Maria Saylor, who left Pleasant Hill June 2, 

1831. 

 

Fite, Abram: assistant office Deacon and Family Deacon alternately for several 

years. Left Pleasant Hill June 3, 1831, married Anna Reed.  

 

Gass, Abby (Ibby): Deaconess, Centre Family, 1818-1822. Left Pleasant Hill April 

10, 1828.   

 

Gass, James:   Deacon and Trustee, First elder, Centre Family, 1812-1822 and May – 

October, 1827. Expelled, January 19, 1828.  (Father of Mason, Benjamin and Jane 

Gass, husband of Abby.) 

 

Lineback, Jacob: “He was in the eldership and Deaconship alternately for many 

years, both in the Church and Junior Order.”  Left Pleasant Hill May 22, 1830. 

 

Lineback, Rhoda: assistant Deaconess, Church Family, “for a few years.” Left 

Pleasant Hill January 27, 1829. (wife of Issac Lineback Sr., mother of Isaac G. 

Lineback.) 

 

Reed, Anna, Deaconess, Gathering Order, 11 years; Elder, Gathering Order, 17 

months.(married Abram Fite, Aug. 19, 1831, 2 days after leaving Pleasant Hill; 

somehow related to the Ballance family.)  
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Thomas, Elisa, Donated 140 acres along Shawnee Run, Mercer County, Kentucky 

for the new Shaker community, later to be called Pleasant Hill. Elisha remained a true 

Believer in Shaker faith and principles and died at Pleasant Hill. (Father of Patsy 

Thomas Voris and Betsy Thomas Banta.) 

 

Francis Voris, appointed legal trustee, 1814, a post which he held until he left 

Pleasant Hill on August 25, 1829. Francis Voris was also Deacon, Church Family 

(source: Pleasant Hill records and Jean Dones) 
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