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Shaker Village at Pleasant Hill, Inc. acquired the property known as the “West Lot” in 

1986.  Earl D. Wallace, a retired oil executive turned Wall Street financier, decided that restoring 

Shaker Village would be his next project and proceeded to buy land associated with the historic 

group.  Did he have actual knowledge that this property known as the “West Lot” had been part 

of the original acreage from the early 1800s or was his desire to pad the acreage in order to keep 

all of the twentieth century influences away from the village?  This research is being done to 

determine whether this property was part of the “original” Shaker Village’s 4443 acres.  If it 

turns out that this property is, indeed, part of the “original” Shaker Village’s 4443 acres, the 

trustees would like to amend the National Register Nomination for Shaker Village at Pleasant 

Hill, reference number 71000353, to include the West Lot.1  Thomas D. Clark, in the 

introduction to Thomas Parrish’s book, Restoring Shakertown: The Struggle to Save the Historic 

Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill, tells us that Wallace “did lust for the adjoining land, and it drove 

him, spurred by James Cogar, until his last breath, to reacquire for Shakertown nearly three-

fourths of the four thousand acres once owned by the Believers.”2  Wallace had no background 

in historical research and it isn’t known if he had investigated to see if the “West Lot” property 

was, indeed, previously owned by the United Society of Believers of the Second Coming of 

Christ, commonly called the Shakers. 

The origins of the Shakers begins with Ann Lee.  Ann Lee was a poor, uneducated mill 

worker who at an early age saw visions of angels.  She had an “intense desire for purity and holy 
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living to fill her soul.”3  She felt that purity was the only way to be received by god and begged 

her mother not to make her marry and be with a man, but her mother knew that a woman’s lot in 

life was to marry and have children.  Lee had seen in a vision that the “original sin was sexual 

intercourse and that sexual activity had no place in a godly life.”4  Despite her emerging religious 

views and view of sexual relations as impure, Lee’s parents married her off to a blacksmith. The 

marriage would produce four children that would all die as infants or small children.  These 

premature, brutal deaths were confirmation and all the proof she needed that intimacy was a sin.  

After joining a branch of Quakers, also known as the “Shaking Quakers”, she was jailed several 

times for disruptions to other church services.5  In 1774, seeking the religious freedom that 

America offered, Lee and eight other believers set sail for New York.  Here they would found 

the first settlement of Believers at Nsikeyuna near Albany, New York.6  The years of 

persecution, imprisonment and general hard living soon took its toll on Mother Ann Lee and she 

died in September of 1784 at the age of forty-eight.7  This would not be the end of the Shaker 

movement.  In 1787, new leaders, James Whittaker, Joseph Meacham, and Lucy Wright, took 

over and commanded the followers to gather into orders and “begin the collectivization of 

property, the dissolution of marriage vows, and a full confession of sins.”8  A missionary 

movement was underway for the Shakers. 
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The first missionaries would finally set out for Kentucky in 1805.  The group would 

consist of three men that had walked from New York but their first trip through Kentucky 

wouldn’t yield any converts.  During their second trip, they met up with three men from Mercer 

County.  Henry and Samuel Banta and Elisha Thomas would become the first of the converts, 

with Elisha Thomas offering his farm on Shawnee Run for the new meeting location and 

eventual first Kentucky Shaker community.9  According to Thomas Parrish, the Shakers would, 

within a few years, amass over 3000 acres of land either by donation or through purchases and 

by 1812 they had moved to the top of the slope and given it the permanent name of Pleasant 

Hill.10   

In the Church Record Book “A”, the Covenants dated December 3, 1806, say that “those 

who had collected there entered into and signed a Family Covenant, by which it was agreed that 

their possessions and property were to be appropriated, used and improved, for the mutual 

support and benefits of each other so long as they continued in the faith.11  An inventory was 

made of their property that in case of the withdrawal of any member it might be refunded to him 

again.12  This Covenant was amended in Church Record Book “B” on July 28, 1807 to say “we 

do further covenant and agree, that each of us having property exclusive of what is necessary for 

the payment of all our just debts, wills and do by these presents dedicated the free use of all such 

property for the benefit and support of each other and provided also, that an inventory be kept of 

all such property, from the time that we (or any of us) so covenant together. And, provided also, 
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that we jointly as a family, shall be at full liberty to renew, alter or amend this our covenants; 

whenever circumstances shall make it necessary; and also, that each of us as individuals, shall be 

at full liberty whenever we see cause, to withdraw with our property from the said family of 

Elisha, after duly intimating to him such intentions; but then, it is hereby provided, that at least 

sixty days shall be allowed the untie part of said family for the convenience of restoring such 

property; which shall be in the same species and value as is expressed in the inventories.”13  With 

all of the careful notations about the property becoming part of the family, very few people 

brought land with them.  Cross-referencing the roll call list compilated by Marc Rhorer in 1982 

to over 65 deeds that were reviewed for this paper, only nine of the property owners were 

actually members of the Shaker community and only forty-six of the Shakers listed actually 

came from Mercer County, only about one-half of the them were from Kentucky.14  Land could 

have been donated but that would have still required a deed.   

Shaker Village at Pleasant Hill would be the third largest community and would peak at 

five hundred members by the 1820s.15 Some of the occupants were called “winter dwellers” 

because they showed up when it got cold and left in the spring before too much work could be 

done.  Others were called bread-and-butter shakers because they would show up when they fell 

on hard times.  Most of these people probably didn’t have any land and not much in the way of 

personal property either.  The families lived in dwelling communities.  The East, Center, and 

West houses were organized so that each had their own central ministries.  The North family was 
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a place for new converts would stay until they passed onto their way to being covenant 

members.16  They each had their own dwelling house, barns, shops, herds, and fields but they 

made sure the community as a whole had the food that it needed.17 

Over the next 105 years, the shakers would construct more that 260 structures, including 

dwelling houses, meeting houses, barns, shops, fulling mill, grist mill, schoolhouse and others.18   

The first building, a sawmill, was said to have been constructed in 1808 with a storefront built in 

1870 and two additional smoke houses in 1875 and 1889.19  Micajah Burnett is given credit with 

being the genius behind the architecture at Shaker Village at Pleasant Hill although research 

doesn’t show any proof of this fact.  In 1915, he began laying out the village which included 

three large buildings fronting the main road.20  The East Family dwelling house was the first 

large building constructed and the front portion was three stories with an attic measures 55’ X 

45’ and an attached ell containing the kitchen and dining rooms that measures 30’ X 60’, all built 

on heavy limestone foundations forming large deep basements.21  The buildings were 

constructed of hand-made red clay bricks and Kentucky river stone and cut down and dressed the 

large trees for the hand hewn beams that would be cut locally and hauled to the site. 22 His 

buildings were designed with the celibate lifestyle in mind. The buildings had separate entrances 

on the exterior with separate living quarters and stairways on the interior.  The rooms were 

designed with maximum storage built in to the walls so that only a minimal amount of furniture 
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sat on the floor.  The furniture was simple but elegant and designed so that the rooms could be 

kept clean with minimal effort.  Burnett’s most noted accomplishment was the design and 

construction of the clapboard sided meeting house.  It was the elder’s desire to have a large 

gathering room with no columns obstructing the floor space.  The room would need to 

accommodate the all of the village during their frenetic worship services.  The Meeting House 

was constructed in 1820.  It is 60’ X 44’ and sits on the same heavy limestone foundations as the 

rest of the community.23  Burnett designs an elaborate building with “walls that are suspended on 

an intricate framework of heavy studding and plates of hewn timbers.  The roof and ceiling are 

supported or suspended on a series of interlocking cantilever-type trusses and overhead studdings 

and rafters.  The ceiling cross beams are suspended from above by tie trusses which distribute a 

good part of the weight on the rafters.24 

It is thought that the reason the Shaker society lasted for so long was because of three 

strong ideals. First, was their dedication to a central spiritual idea that believed men could 

achieve perfection in a well-ordered society. Second, they believed that hard work was a virtue 

outlasting person pride, comfort and vanity. Last, they had a strong minded leadership.25  The 

end of the civil war saw an end to their way of life.  People could buy brooms, furniture, seed 

and preserves that were mass produced and could be sold cheaper than the ones that were hand 

prepared by the Shakers.  The cash crop of the day had changed from hemp to tobacco and the 

Shakers refused to support the crop. It was harder and harder to find younger converts that 

wanted to join and the congregation was getting older.  There was also dissent in the leadership 

and some people left during this time.  In the mid-1870s, several of the buildings including the 
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Center family’s huge barn, shops and out-buildings were burned by arsons and the Shakers 

didn’t have insurance.26  By the 1890’s the Shakers were in enough debt that it was necessary to 

take out a loan to stay afloat.  They mortgaged forty properties in this deal.  They would start 

selling off the property that they no longer needed.  The Shakers realized that when the last 

member of the Society died, there would be no one left to inherit the land.  In 1910, the 

remaining twelve Shakers made a deal with George Bohon, a local businessman, to transfer their 

last remaining 1800 acres to him in exchange for him taking care of them until their deaths.  

Sister Mary Settle passed away in 1923.  Once the last Shaker was gone, the Bohon heirs 

immediately sold the land and buildings with the furnishings still inside.27 

The National Register of Historic Places nomination form, reference number 710003553, 

was written for Shakertown at Pleasant Hill Historic District in the county of Mercer and the 

state of Kentucky, was submitted in 1971.  This would have been six years after the National 

Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 was enacted.  At that time, the State Historic 

Preservation Office (SHPO) staff would travel across the state looking for prominent buildings 

and landscapes to submit for listings on the register.  The forms for these listings were very basic 

compared to the elaborate and comprehensive ones used today.  The form for Shakertown lists 

the “theme” for the submission as nineteenth century architecture.  The form listed the primary 

use of the site as agricultural, educational and a museum.  The listing shows that it was recorded 

in the Historic American Building Survey (HABS) in 1934.  One of the photographs for the 

submission is a HABS photograph.  Several of the photographs were listed as being from the 

National Park Service (NPS) from 1964 and 1971, but many of them are Polaroids from 
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November of 1959 There were a total of thirty-nine photographs submitted with the form.  The 

four-page description of the property was an abridged form of Thomas D. Clark’s description 

from his 1968 seminal work, Pleasant Hill and Its Shakers.  The property was listed as being in 

“good” condition in an “unaltered” state on the “original” site.  The form lists its period of 

significance as nineteenth century with specific dates of 1809 – 1910 (although this is difficult to 

read as the form is illegible).  The areas of significance were listed as: agricultural, architecture, 

art, religion or philosophy, and social or humanitarian.  The basic description of the significance, 

although it would give more detail in the next two pages, is as follows: 

In 1805, the Shaker community, know as Pleasant Hill, was founded in Mercer 

County, Kentucky.  The community plan was first laid out in 1808.  From 1809 to 1860, 

the village grew to its maximum size and prosperity.  After the Civil War, decline 

overtook the Shaker organization and finally in 1910, the last of the Shaker property was 

deeded into private hands.  In 1961, Shakertown at Pleasant Hill, Inc. was organized to 

conserve and restore what remained of the original community.  The corporation has 

acquired 2200 acres of the original tract and restored most of the extant buildings.  The 

entire community is open to the public as an historic area. 

There is a basic numbered map, as printed from Clark’s book, included in the nomination.  (See 

map #1). 



   

Map #1: Hand drawn map shown in the National Register of Historic places, reference 

#71000353. 



 The nomination for Shakertown doesn’t include the “West Lot” because it wasn’t 

purchased until 1986.  The house on the “West Lot” was listed in a nomination for “Early Stone 

Buildings of Central Kentucky”, reference number 64000214, submitted in February of 1983 by 

Carolyn Murray Wooley, project surveyor for the Lexington-Fayette County Historic 

Commission.  Wooley’s nomination states, “in a search of sixteen counties included in this 

nomination, 293 stone buildings have been located.  Of these, fifty-six are listed on the National 

Register, ninety-three do not meet the National Register criteria of significance or integrity, 

twenty have been demolished within the last ten years, and 124 are included in this 

nomination.”28  The “West Lot” house (ME-49) is one of those listed in the larger nomination. 

The nomination for the Shaker West Lot, reference number 83002832 and written in 1982, lists 

the house as three-fourths of a mile west of Shakertown of Pleasant Hill.  The house is listed as 

being off highway 68 and the history says that it was built as the West Lot farm house for the 

Shaker community at Pleasant Hill.  At the time of the listing, it was owned by Irma Rose and 

Gordon Woodard, but it states that they purchased it from Dr. Pennebaker in 1917.  After 

extensive deed research, it is known that the land moved between generations of family members 

beginning when Woodard’s grandfather bought it from Charles Spilman in January of 1918 (see 

deed research to follow).  It is listed as a two and a half story, three bay, double pile dry stone, 

“Kentucky river Marble,” house with a one and a half story ell built on high basements.  The 

historic theme is listed as architecture for the primary significance with religion as the secondary 

significance.  The description for significance says that it is “superb stone house in excellent 
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condition; part of old Shaker community.” 29  The boundary description includes a rectangular 

map  (see map #2) and lists that the property is about four and a half acres in size.  This is 

incorrect as it in listed in the deed to Irma Rose and Gordon Woodard as being 479.3 acres 

(Mercer County DB 197:629).  The inventory form includes six photographs of the stone house 

and one of the wash house located to the north west of the house.   

 

Map #2: Hand drawn map shown in the National Register of Historic places, reference 

#83002832. 

In the early 1960’s, Earl Wallace joined a group of business men and the newly formed 

Blue Grass Trust in trying to purchase land that had originally been in the Shaker’s possession. 
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Burwell Marshall, who was a Louisville lawyer owned fifty-six acres and some of the more 

important buildings in the center of the village.  Burwell wanted $100,000 to sell the land to the 

Blue Grass Trust.  He would eventually accept an option for $90,000.30  Clarence Kurtz Senior 

and Clarence Kurtz Junior each owned a section of the property with Kurtz Senior asking 

$18,000 for his property that included the old cemetery.  Kurtz Junior asked $35,000 for the 

broom factory and a combination gas station and store.31   

Another parcel of the original property was owned by the Gwinn brothers.  The Gwinn 

brothers, Herbert and George, owned 2000 acres with sixty acres of it lying in the heart of the 

village.  Their initial demand for the property was $150,000, but they would eventually accept a 

trade for another piece of property.32   

Bob and Bettye Renfrew owned and operated the Shakertown Inn (formerly the Trustees’ 

Office) and sought $75,000 for the purchase.  The Renfrew’s would eventually accept an offer of 

$65,000.   

These initial purchases were the beginning of Wallace’s thirst for land buying.  The 

nonprofit corporation set up to “preserve, restore and use the land at Pleasant Hill would be 

called Shakertown at Pleasant Hill, Inc.”33  He would be named chairman and would spend 

almost thirty years fundraising to buy land to keep Shakertown afloat.  These efforts would 

continue until his death on April 3, 1990.34   
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The “West Lot” was one of the parcels of land that Earl Wallace purchased for Shaker 

Village of Pleasant Hill, Ky, Inc. on June 4, 1986 from Gordon and Linda C. Woodard.  He paid 

$852,852.47 for 479.3 acres (Mercer County DB 218:236).  According to Thomas Parrish, “the 

drive for land and buildings had continued during the later years of Earl Wallace’s chairmanship, 

with the 1986 purchase of a neighboring 480-acre farm having brought back into the fold the last 

remaining group of original buildings, about a mile from the center of the village, known as the 

West Lot.”35  This land had been in Gordon Woodard’s family since January 15, 1918; however, 

the land switched hands between family members as the individual relatives’ fortunes rose and 

fell.  The deed consisted of two tracts of land.  Tract one totaled 473.3 acres and tract two totaled 

six acres, more or less.   

Beginning the chain of title with tract one, Gordon and Linda Woodard purchased the 

West Lot land on March 5, 1979 from the estate of Hattie Woodard with Erma Rose, Lucille 

Woodard, and Margaret Woodard as trustees (Mercer County DB 197:629).  The Woodard’s 

paid $311,025.71 cash in hand for the 473.3 acres.  The property had an easement held by the 

Kentucky Hydro-Electric Company in 1925 (Mercer County DB 103:513) and one held by the R. 

E. A. in 1939 for a rural electric line. There was also an easement and passway granted to them 

by Lizzie Powers (formerly Squire Hensley) allowing them access to Lexington, Harrodsburg 

and Perryville turnpike. 

John C. and Margaret G. Woodard deeded the West Lot property to Hattie Woodard on 

November 11, 1953 for “assuming and agreeing to pay all mortgages of record in the Mercer 

County Clerk’s Office.”  At that time, the Woodard’s owed the Federal Land Bank of Louisville, 
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Kentucky, $29,200.00 and Lawrenceburg National Bank in Lawrenceburg, Kentucky $5000.00.  

Hattie Woodard also accepted all farm debts and obligations made by the grantor in connection 

with the operation of the farm (Mercer County DB 131:382).  The same easements and passways 

applied. 

On July 15, 1941, Clinton S. and Hattie Woodard sold the West Lot property to John C, 

Woodard in consideration of John C. Woodard assuming and agreeing to pay two mortgages on 

the land.  One of these was a mortgage to Federal Land Bank of Louisville, Kentucky in the 

amount of $20,000.00 and one was a mortgage to the Land Bank Commissioner for $7,500.00 

(Mercer County DB 114:426).  The same easements and passways applied. 

Allie and June Curd Woodard sold the West Lot property to Clinton S. Woodard on 

December 2, 1939 for assuming and agreeing to pay two mortgages along with the interest owed 

(Mercer County DB 113:469).  One loan is to the Federal Land Bank of Louisville, Kentucky for 

$20,000.00 and the other is to the Federal Land Bank Commissioner for $7,500.00.  The 

easements and passways applied. 

On March 25, 1935, Clinton S. Woodard bought his land back from the Kentucky Joint 

Stock Land Bank of Lexington, Kentucky.  He paid $1.00 and other good and valuable 

considerations and assumed and agreed to pay when due all taxes assessed against the property 

(Mercer County DB 109:615).   

Kentucky Joint Stock Land Bank of Lexington, Kentucky sued Clinton S. Woodard, et al, 

in Mercer Circuit Court during the May term, 1934.  The Court directed Ruth M. Strader, 

Commissioner to sell at public auction the West Lot property.  No bids were received so the 

Kentucky Joint Stock Land Bank of Lexington bought it for $40,000.00 on August 6th, 1934.  



The deed of conveyance was executed on February 16, 1935 (Mercer County DB 109:501).  This 

included the sale of both properties.   

Charles and Lucille Spilman originally sold the West Lot property to Clinton S. Woodard 

on January 15, 1918 with $5,000.00 due at signing, $5,000.00 due on November 1, 1918, 

$10,000.00 due on August 15, 1919 and $10,000.00 due on August 15, 1920 and included 6% 

interest (Mercer County DB 93:531).  The loans were shown as paid on August 20, 1919.  This 

deed shows that this property is only a portion of the land received in a previous deed.  There is 

no description of how many acres were deleted and a deed for the missing acreage wasn’t found.  

There is a quit-claim deed (Mercer County DB 96:219) made on July 1, 1919 between the two 

parties to correct the errors contained in the description of the property.  It appears that the first 

two lines of the original deed description dated January 15, 1918 were deleted.  All easements 

and passways applied. 

On March 29, 1915, W. F. Pennebaker sold a piece of land now as the fulling mill lot for 

Sarah Pennebaker, himself and others to Charles Spilman for $175.00 (Mercer County DB 

89:314).  No amount of acreage is listed.   

W. K. and Julie Cardwell sold the West Lot on December 31, 1901 to Charles Spilman 

for $15,000.00 to be paid in payments (Mercer County DB 69:619). This deed was for 536 acres, 

so a portion of this land had to have been sold off to another person between December 31, 1901 

and January 15, 1918.  The passway is the only easement listed at this time.  Further research 

will be needed in the future to see where this land could have gone. 

On January 1, 1900, the United Society of Shakers at Pleasant Hill, Ky sold 536 acres, 

seven of which were not part of the West Lot, to W. K. Cardwell for $8, 613.50 (Mercer County 



DB 67:391).  It was at this time that the Shakers gave the Cardwell’s forever a right of passway 

from this land to the Lexington, Harrodsburg and Perryville turnpike.   

Tract 2 was sold by John Earl Powers, John S. Powers, Carol and Kenneth Jackson, 

Stanley Barnett, John Virgil and Geneva F. Figg, and May and Chester Hammons to Gordon 

Woodard on December 2, 1975 for $19,600.00.  It contained thirteen acres, two roods, and 

twenty-three perches (Mercer County DB 185:611).  However, there is excluded from this deed a 

tract of land sold by Squire Hensley to E. T. Harris, January 22, 1912 (Mercer county DB 

84:188).  It contains six acres, more or less.    

On June 27, 1908, The Society of Shakers at Pleasant Hill sold thirteen acres, two roods, 

and twenty-three perches to Squire Hensley for $600.00 (Mercer County DB 78:477).  The 

Shakers asked for first right of refusal should he decide to sell it in the future.  This deed doesn’t 

list a previous deed.  It merely states that the first parties had been in possession of the said first 

parties from time immemorial.  

This was where the direct chain of title would get challenging and become less clear.  

The deed from the Shakers at Pleasant Hill to Square Hensley didn’t list the deed or from whom 

the Shakers bought the property.  The deed from the Shakers at Pleasant Hill to W. K. Cardwell 

only lists a mortgage for additional information (Mercer County MB 16:274).  This mortgage 

taken out by the United Society of Believers called Shakers at Pleasant Hill with the Kentucky 

Title Company of Louisville, Kentucky to satisfy a $30,000 loan that was discovered after one of 

the trustees passed away.  It would encompass forty pieces of property and 3334 acres of land.  



Most of the deeds in the 1896 mortgage of the original shaker lands were shown to have 

been transferred to George Bohon36 in 1910 through an agreement he made with the remaining 

twelve Shakers.  Since the Shakers didn’t believe in sexual relationships, they could not increase 

their numbers through member’s offspring.  As time went on, they found it harder and harder to 

convert new members.  As a result, the membership declined to the point that only a few were 

left in the later years.  In this agreement, Bohon promised that he would take care of them until 

their deaths in exchange for inheriting the land when the last member died.37  Of the forty deeds 

in this mortgage, none of them were detailed enough to give any clues as to which one could be 

the correct deed.  A search of the Grantee/Grantor books located at the Mercer County Deed 

office was also of no help.  A search through the Shaker Village archives resulted in the final 

pieces of the puzzle.  The Shakers were famous for keeping daily journals and this has been 

instrumental in discovering where and when they had purchased the “West Lot”.   

In the Shaker Church Record Book “A”, it is documented by the Shakers that on October 

2, 1821, a tract of land containing 442 acres lying on the west side of Shawnee Run, now known 

as the “West Lot”, was purchased of Harrison Munday, conveyance made to Abram Wilhite and 

Francis Voris by Joel P. Williams and Archibald Gordon, (who held the legal title), which is 

recorded in Church Record Book “B” on page 249 (Mercer County Deed Book 12:218).38  This 

appears to be tract one.  Joel P. Williams and Archibald Gordon also sold a small tract of land to 

the Shakers on March 23, 1820, containing seventeen acres and forty-two poles lying on the east 

side of Shawnee Run and recorded in Church Record Book “B” on page 248 (Mercer County DB 
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11:413).39  This could possibly be tract two.  A plat map found in the archives at Shaker Village 

at Pleasant Hill shows the locations of both pieces of property.40  (See map #3)   

 

 

Map #3: Plats shown of known deeds.  Archives at Shaker Village at Pleasant Hill, Kentucky.  
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More research needs to be done to verify corresponding acreage on both tracts of land.  

There are more questions to be answered and more research to be done.  It would be important to 

verify corresponding acreage on both tracts of land.  Next, it would be necessary to locate and 

identify as much of the original acreage as possible and see how if it’s possible to the fill in the 

rest of the map, as only half of the deeds located for this research show up on this map.  Last, it 

would also be interesting to research the rest of the currently owned property and see if it was in 

fact “original” acreage from the nineteenth century.   

The topic of whether or not a building will be negatively affected if it has an older or 

poorly written National Preservation Register Nomination seems to be a difficult subject to 

research.  According to Amelia Armstrong, Preservation Inspector for the Lexington Fayette 

County Urban Government, “it is generally thought that is a property and/or building/subject 

matter is listed then that is good.  She hasn’t known a nomination that was poorly written to 

affect a property.”  She goes on to say that it’s only problematic if people use the poorly written 

material without doing their own research.   

In closing, the “West Lot” has been called that in every deed that has been executed since 

the Shakers originally sold the property to W. K. Cardwell on January 1, 1900.  There is proof 

through deed research and Shaker records through the archives at Shaker Village at Pleasant Hill, 

Kentucky that the “West Lot” was indeed part of the “original” Shaker Village. 
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