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Abner Kneeland Pioneer Pantheist

The summer of 1844 saw the death of two men
whose religious beliefs—or unbeliefs — gave
much concern to the adherents of the orthodox
churches of lowa. One of these men was Joseph
Smith, founder and prophet of Mormonism; the
other was Abner Kneeland, militant exponent of
pantheism. Smith was shot by a mob at Nauvoo,
lllinois, just across the Mississippl River from
Montrose, lowa, on June 27, 1844. Kneeland
died quietly at his home two miles south of Farm:-
Ington, just two months later.

Abner Kneeland's career reversed the usual
trend of New England-lowa relations. For the
most part, the Territory of lowa looked to New
England for ministers and missionaries, as Well as
for money to help build churches and church
schools; but Kneeland was, Instead, a missionary
of doubt and materialism. To the lowa pioneer
his belief was atheism.
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The story of Abner Kneeland begins, so far as
America Is concerned, as early as 1630, when his
Scotch ancestors settled in lpswich, Massachu-
setts. His father, Timothy Kneeland, was a car-
penter by trade and served as a soldier in the
American Revolution. Abner Khneeland, the
fourth son of Timothy and Moriah Stone Knee-
land, was born at Gardner, Massachusetts, on
April 7, 1774, just when the clouds of the revolu-
tion were darkening. As a small boy, he must
have heard the stories of men who were defying
established government. Perhaps this environ-
ment influenced his character. His formal educa-
tion was limited to the common schools of the
community and one term at the Chesterfield (New
Hampshire) Academy.

Abner was not sent to college. Perhaps money
was scarce; perhaps sons of carpenters did not, at
that time, go to college even In Massachusetts.
At any rate the young man began work as a car-
penter. His mind, however, had time for other
things. One Sunday, It Is said, Abner accompa-
nied his father to a church built In a primitive
style. After the service the father reproved his son
for failure to pay due attention to the sermon. But
the young man repeated the text and then, point
by point, gave the sermon almost In Its entirety.
Then he added, “Now father, | can tell you just
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how many rafters there are In that church and
how many mortises, how many holes without pins
and how many with, and how many mistakes the
carpenter made.”

About the time Abner Kneeland *“‘came of age”,
he went to Dummerston, Vermont, to work at
his trade and teach school. There he was “con-
verted” to the Baptist faith, was immersed, and
Joined the Baptist Church at Putney, Vermont.
Presently, however, he began to question the
“fundamentalist” doctrine of the New England
Baptists, and plans were made to try him for
heresy. In 1803 he withdrew from the Baptist
Church and united with the Universalists. A
year later he was licensed to preach. Following
his ordination, In 1805, Congregationalists and
Universalists at Langdon, New Hampshire,
united to offer Reverend Kneeland the position of
town minister, supported partially at least by
public tax money.

During this pastorate Kneeland displayed his
Initiative and his diversity of interests by repre-
senting the town In the legislature during 1810
and 1811. He also became Interested in spelling
reform, especially the elimination of silent letters,
publishing, In 1807, A Brief Sketch of a New
System of Orthography. Later he prepared a
number of reformed spelling textbooks.
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In 1812 Reverend Kneeland became minister of
the Universalist Soclety at Charlestown, Massa-
chusetts. But his inquiring and restless mind be-
gan to trouble him with doubts as to the truth of
Universalist doctrine and In 1813 he resigned his
position as minister and opened a dry goods store
at Salem, where he had married a well-to-do
widow. At the same time he began an extensive
correspondence with Hosea Ballou — one of the
ministers who had officiated at his ordination —
concerning the divine origin of the Scriptures.
Each man wrote ten letters which were published
In 1816 under the title, A Series of Letters in De-
fence of Divine Revelation.

This exchange of Ideas seems to have allayed
Kneeland’s doubts for a time and, a year after the
publication of the book, he returned to the Uni-
versalist ministry, locating at Whitestown, New
York. Of his work there, a contemporary wrote:
"Calm, courteous and gentlemanly In his deport-
ment and intercourse, remarkably plain and intel-
ligible In his discourses, he won the respect of
opposers and enjoyed the highest confidence of
his congregation.”

After one year at Whitestown, Reverend Knee-
land transferred to the Lombard Street Univer-
salist Church at Philadelphia. There he remained
seven years, devoting much time to publication.
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He edited the Christian Messenger from 1819 to
1821, the Philadelphia Universalist Magazine
and Christian Messenger from 1821 to 1823, and
the Gazetteer in 1824, changing the name of his
magazine even more rapidly than he changed his
religious beliefs. He also debated with a Presby-
terian clergyman on universal salvation and pub-
lished the argument In book form. In 1822 he
published a translation of the New Testament,
another illustration of his initiative, for his knowl-
edge of Latin, Greek, and Hebrew was acquired
largely without benefit of teaching.

But the restless mind of Abner Kneeland soon
moved on. In 1825 he became pastor of the
Prince Street Universalist Soclety of New York,
later transferring to a dissenting group, the Sec-
ond Universalist Society. There he continued his
magazine work, editing the Olive Branch and, In
1828, the Olive Branch and Christian Inquirer,
which he described as devoted to “free Inquiry,
pure morality and rational Christianity”.

It was during this period that Kneeland be-
came acquainted with Robert Dale Owen and
Frances Wright D’Arusmont, social reformers
and sponsors of group settlements. His religious
doubts evidently increased and finally, in May,
1829, upon the advice of his friend and counsellor,
Hosea Ballou, he asked for and was granted per-
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mission to suspend himself from the Universalist
fellowship.  In withdrawing, Kneeland wrote:
“Whereas, the circumstances which have at-
tended my ministry in New York, and which have
resulted from my labors In that place are such as
to produce dissatisfaction In the minds of many,
and to induce a belief that 1 am not what | profess
to be, a real believer and defender of the Christian
religion . . . 1t IS my desire that all associa-
tions and Individual brethren of the order will
allow me to suspend myself as to fellowship of
the order until | shall be able to give entire satis-
faction that the cause of the World’s Redeemer —
of God, of truth and righteousness — Is the cause
In which | am laboring and to which my talents are
devoted. Wishing you success, brethren, In all
that I1s good, | subscribe myself, yours affection-
ately In the bond of peace.”

Following this declaration, which indicates a
troubled but conscientious mind, Kneeland went
to Boston where he affiliated with a group known
as the “First Society of Free Enquirers . Pres-
ently he was lecturing on Rationalism; and In
1831 he founded the Boston Investigator as a
means of publishing his pantheistic beliefs which
by this time had been greatly affected by Dr.
Joseph Priestley’s Disquisition on Matter and
Spirit.  “Here”, wrote Kneeland In the Investiga—~
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tor in referring to Priestley’s book, “the skepticism
of the editor began . . . which gradually con-
tinued In spite of all his efforts to prevent it. The
whole fabric of Christian evidence was completely
demolished In his mind without leaving even a
wreck behind.” He was not, he Insisted, an athe-
Ist, but a panthelist.

The next few years were filled with turmoil.
In the Issue of the Investigator for December 20,
1833, Kneeland published certain statements
which aroused much opposition.  “Universalists”,
he said, “believe In a god which | do not”. The
story of Christ, he declared, meant no more to
him than the legend of Prometheus. He did not
believe in miracles, nor did he believe In the resur-
rection of the dead or In eternal life,

For these statements Kneeland was indicted
under the Massachusetts law against blasphemy
and a series of trials followed. At the first trial,
held In January, 1834, he was convicted and sen-
tenced to three months In jail, but appealed. In
the follomng trial, the jury disagreed, but at
the third trial, in November, 1835, he was again
convicted. Again the case was appealed on the
ground that the act defining blasphemy was un-
constitutional.  Kneeland also denied that the
words upon which the indictment was based were
blasphemous, If construed as he meant them. “I
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had no occasion to deny that there was a God”, he
declared. “I believe that the whole universe Is
nature, and that God and nature are synonymous
terms. | believe ina God that embraces all power,
wisdom, justice, and goodness. Everything IS
God.”

His defense, however, failed to move the jury,
the prosecuting attorney, or the Governor. In
spite of many delays, Kneeland’s conviction was
finally upheld by the Massachusetts Supreme
Court, and In 1838 he was sentenced to serve
sixty days in jail. (It is an interesting sidelight on
this case that James T. Austin, the Attorney Gen-
eral who secured the sentence, once asserted that
the mob which killed Elijah Lovejoy was as patri-
otic as the men of the Boston Tea Party.)

Feeling In the Kneeland case ran high. Those
who feared the dreaded spectre of atheism prod-
ded the prosecution; while the advocates of free
speech and a free press declared the case was a
disgrace to the State. A petition for a pardon by
the Governor was signed by 170 prominent per-
sons Including William Ellery Channing, George
Ripley, A Bronson Alcott, Theodore Parker,
William Lloyd Garrison, and Ralph Waldo
Emerson. Another remonstrance, with 230 signa-
tures, was presented to the Governor’s Council.
An editorial In a Wmdsor, Vermont, newspaper
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asserted that If Kneeland could not speak his
mind, the cause for which the Pilgrims came was
overthrown. All to no avail. Massachusetts jus-
tice was Inexorable — and In the summer of 1838
Abner Kneeland spent sixty days In prison for a
crime no worse than expressing frankly his reli-
gious beliefs. It was, however, the last prosecu-
tion under the statute.

Echoes of the Kneeland case were heard even
on the frontier. The editor of the lowa News
(Dubugue) published the following editorial
comment on July 14th: “Abner Kneeland, editor
of the Boston Investigator, on the anniversary of
the battle of Bunker Hill, was lodged in jail, there
doomed to sixty day s confinement, for the exer-
cise of that privilege to gain which the heroes of
the revolution shed their blood, sixty-three years
before, on the hill in plain view from the window
of his prison cell. What a spectacle was there for
a freeman to witness! A grey-headed man of
three score years, against whom nought but the
charge of blasphemy has been made, torn from his
family, and like a felon, locked In a prison, while
the supposed freemen are rejoicing midst the
deaf ning peals of the wide-mouth’d cannon s roar
In honor of the triumph of the American flag —
there In the boasted land of liberty, where the
spark of liberty first fired the hearts of the heroes
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of the revolution, when the tea was thrown over-
board Is the first place where that sacred liberty
has been boldly crushed. Such liberty would
thrive under the crown of the greatest tyrant that
ever ruled/

When Kneeland came out of prison on August
17, 1838, his religious beliefs had not, of course,
been changed, but he was disheartened, disap-
pointed perhaps at his own unbelief. He was
then sixty-four years of age, but he still hoped to
find a place where he could hold and express his
own Ideas. What next? The free-soil Territory
of lowa had just been established by act of Con-
gress. Kneeland, already familiar with the col-
lective settlement 1deas of Robert Owen and
Frances Wright, decided to join a colony which
the First Society of Free Enquirers planned to
locate two miles south of Farmington, In Van
Buren County of the new Territory. The town-
to-be, ambitiously lithographed on paper, was
christened Salubria before it was born. It was
not a communistic undertaking, but an attempt to
found a community of “free enquirers”. “No
minister”, asserted the founders, “shall ever come
to this community to air his superstitions."

And so It happened that in May, 1839, Abner
Kneeland, a venerable, white-haired, and kindly
man of sixty-five, arrived at Fort Madison, lowa,
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by way of the Ohio and Mississippl rivers.
Thence he went to the site of the paper town of
Salubria where he bought a claim on which he and
a stepson later built a comfortable two-story
weather-boarded house. It was not until July
that his wife and several members of their fami-
lies joined him The traveling expenses of Mrs.
Kneeland and three children from Boston to
Salubria amounted to $190.75. Their household
goods did not arrive at Salubria until August —
some seventy-five days from Boston.

In this modest home Abner Kneeland lived
during the remainder of his life, surrounded by
his family and a number of followers who had
been attracted to the colony. He obtained a gov-
ernment patent to his land in December, 1841. In
the “big-room” of his house he assembled the few
books he still possessed, met his friends, and per-
formed occasional marriage ceremonies.

Financial difficulties at this period are indicated
by a bill of sale recorded In the VVan Buren County
courthouse, dated July 25, 1840, which records
the sale by Abner Kneeland and his wife of all
personal belongings, Including one horse, valued
at $50, four cows at $25 each, four yearlings at $3
each, four calves at $3 each, one “waggon”, har-
ness, and saddle at $30, forty hogs at $2.80 each,
one secretary and bookcase at $30, and — most
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pathetic sacrifice—a private library of about 200
books for $100.

On his way to Salubria and for about a year
after he arrived there, Kneeland sent letters back
to Boston for publication Iin the Investigator. In
these he repeatedly expressed his admiration for
lowa. The forests and the corn greatly impressed
him, but, he added, “this Is but one item of the
splendors of this wonderful country which is des-
tined to outvie every thing which can be even
Imagined In the east.” He also commented on
the melons, pumpkins, squashes, and other vege-
tables. Hogs ran at large, however, and he found
It difficult to keep them out of his comn.

On the Fourth of July, 1839, his family having
not yet arrived, Kneeland reported that he had
dinner at the log cabin of another settler. *“I
could not help contrasting my situation yesterday
.. . with what It was a year ago when | had my
meals brought to me in the common Jail in Boston
. . . For aught I can see to the contrary there
may be as much independence enjoyed In a log
cabin with such a dinner as we had yesterday —
fresh pork and chickens, new potatoes and green
peas, as In a palace with all the dainties and luxu-
ries which can be found at the tables of the great
dons of our cities.”

In a later communication he called lowa “the
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country ‘from whose bourne no traveller returns/
not because they cannot, but because they will
not." Many of the settlers he found congenial,
but, he wrote In another letter to the Investigator,
“Some of the people here, even men, but more so
Women, are very ignorant; | mean in point of liter-
ature, not being able to read or write, (such ones
are not from the east however,) but still they are
persons of good sense and judgment about other
things, and make on the whole very good Ccitl-
zens.™

In these letters, replying to criticisms, Kneeland
revealed certain unfortunate Investments —in a
cancer cure for which he had paid $50 twenty
years before, only to find It a fake; in a perpetual
motion machine which cost him $62.50; and in the
even more questionable endorsement of ‘two little
girls” who claimed to be able to divine fortunes by
gazing into clear water. To all this censure, Knee-
land replied that other Universalists had been
equally gullible and he had never attempted to
make money from a scheme after he knew It to be
fraudulent.

Apparently the leading citizen of Salubria was
too busy to spread his pantheistic propaganda In
lowa. ““l have had but very few opportunities as
yet, to disseminate any of my views In relation to
theology”, he wrote on June 29, 1839, to the /n-



222 THE PALIMPSEST

vestigator, “as | advance them very cautiously:
but whenever there Is a chance without appearing
Intrusive | do not shrink from what appears to be
a duty —a duty | owe to my fellow beings; and
whenever | do speak, | find every ear open to hear,
and not a tongue has moved yet to my knowledge
by way of opposition." In the pursuance of this
duty, It appears that later he lectured In Farming-
ton, Bonaparte, Bentonsport, and Keosaugua.

Such attempts to disseminate his pantheistic
views — atheistic to the pioneers—and the
avowed aims of the sponsors to make Salubria a
churchless town, aroused considerable hostility In
lowa religious circles. One answer to the chal-
lenge was the coming of the lowa Band and the
work of Harvey Adams who spent twenty years
as pastor of the Congregational Church at Farm:-
Ington.

But Abner Kneeland’s interest reached beyond
his private affairs and religious doctrines. For a
few months he taught school in Helena, Arkansas,
where he was remembered as being "competent
and faithful, but very kind hearted and indul-
gent”. Well educated, courageous, a good
speaker, with a commanding personality, refined
and courteous In manner, he soon became a polit-
ical figure of some Importance, In spite of his un-
orthodox religious views.
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In 1840 he was one of the two Democratic can-
didates for Van Buren County's two seats In the
Territorial Council, but was defeated. In 1842 he
was unanimously chosen chairman of the county
convention held at Farmington. During both
these campaigns, the charge that infidelity had
captured the Democratic party was used and it
apparently alienated enough Democratic Voters
from support of their tickets to elect the Whig
candidates. A member of the 1842 convention
wrote of that campaign: "The Methodists and
Baptists, indeed all churches took the field. Uncle
Sammy Clark, with his powerful logic and irre-
sistible arguments, like a second Martin Luther,
swept over the county, and party lines for the time
were Ignored. Whigs and Democrats united
against the ‘Infernal legions’ . . . Kneeland
and his ticket went down to defeat with a crash
and no attempt was ever after made In the same
direction.” During the campaign an opponent
referred sarcastically and rather unfairly to the
fact that Kneeland had served a term in prison.

In spite of his age Kneeland seems to have done
a good deal of physical labor and to have walked
long distances. He helped build his house, hoed
In the garden, and worked In the hay field. One
of the early settlers described himas ‘about 5 feet
9 and one half inches In height" and thought he
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weighed about 170 pounds. His complexion was
light, but by the time he came to lowa his hair was
thin and white. The years of Abner Kneeland iIn
Salubria were comparatively short. He died at
his home on August 27, 1844, at the age of sev-
enty and was buried on his own farm. Later the
body was removed to the cemetery at Farmington.

At his side when he died was his fourth wife,
Dolly L. Rice Kneeland, whom he had married
ten years before. A stepson, James W. Rice, was
for many years a respected citizen of Farmington,
serving as mayor and as justice of the peace. Two
daughters of this last marriage were born in Salu-
bria. Kneeland’s first wife whom he married In
Vermont In 1797 was Waitstill Ormsbee. Her
given name Is a lavender-scented reminder of
Puritanism. By this marriage there were at least
three children. After Waitstill’s death in 1806, he
married Lucinda Mason who died a few years
later, and In August, 1813, he married Mrs. Eliza
Osborn, a wealthy widow of Salem. By all four
marriages Abner Kneeland had twelve children.

Salubria, which was to have been the capital of
free thinkers, never really took root. Only a few
adherents of the philosophy of unbelief came, and
In the years that followed these few, or their de-
scendants, were gradually absorbed by the reli-
gious groups of the community. In August of
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1839, Abner Kneeland had written to the Investi-
gator: “l had occasion to go to Farmington yes-
terday (Sunday); there seems to be some little
movement there among religionists, such as prayer
meetings, Sunday schools, etc., but | think they
will not amount to much/’

But Kneeland was mistaken. Pantheism was
too cold, too abstract, too Impersonal to appeal to
the pioneers. They wanted a religion that was
confident, hopeful, and personal. Farmington’s
churches recelved many of the descendants of
these so-called free thinkers. Voltaire Paine
Twombley, whose name advertised his father’s
unbelief, grew up to be a Congregational deacon.
Susan Kneeland Boler, a child of the last mar-
riage, became a devout member of the Farmington
Congregational Church, and In 1903 a grand-
daughter was presiding over a Sabbath School In
a chapel built on a half acre of ground donated by
a descendant of a free thinker.

So ran the story of Abner Kneeland, the man
whose trial for blasphemy ended trials for blas-
phemy In Massachusetts —a kindly, intelligent,
and brave man, whose only fault seems to have
been frankness In expressing his doubts and In-
ability to harness faith and knowledge to make
them work together In his life.

Ruth A Gallaher




