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ROKEBY ON THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD 

 

Rokeby is Vermont’s best-documented stop on the Underground Railroad. 
The evidence we have pieced together tells a story about Rokeby that is quite different from 

what many of us have learned over the years.  

We believe that the fugitive slaves who came here  

§ were safe,  

§ lived and worked openly on the farm, and 

§ stayed for relatively long periods of time (months as opposed to days or weeks).  

 

Some of the underground railroad stories with which we are so familiar are probably pure 

mythology; others are certainly true, but of places distant from Rokeby and perhaps much  

of Vermont.1 

 

 

 Legally and politically, Vermont was a relatively hospitable place for enslaved 

African Americans seeking freedom. Its constitution, passed in 1777, outlawed slavery, and it 

never existed here on an institutional basis. Abolitionist sentiments ran high in Vermont 

during the decades before the Civil War. The first statewide antislavery society was formed   

in 1834, and by 1838 Vermont had more than 100 local antislavery societies. The Robinsons, 

especially Rowland T. Robinson and his father Thomas were active abolitionists, helping to 

found both the Vermont and Ferrisburgh Anti-Slavery Societies. Although not all 

Vermonters were opposed to slavery, the general sentiment would have been on the side of 

the fugitive. 

 

  

 
1 For an excellent treatment of the underground railroad that separates fact from fiction, see The Liberty Line by 
Larry Gara. 
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The most important factor leading to Vermont’s generally safe climate was its location. 

The distance from the slave states to Vermont, not to mention the state’s proximity to 

Canada, were significant enough to deter bounty hunters. Slave owners paid slave catchers 

by the mile and the day; if the trip went far or took long, the cost could exceed the value of 

the slave.  

 

The most important evidence of the underground railroad activity at Rokeby comes 

from letters sent to and from Rowland Thomas Robinson. It is from this evidence that we 

can piece together a picture of African American freedom seekers living at Rokeby and 

working on the farm in relative safety. In 1837, for example, abolitionist Oliver Johnson 

wrote to Robinson about Simon, who had escaped to Pennsylvania and was in danger of 

being captured. Johnson said, “He has intended going to Canada in the spring, but says he 

would prefer to stay in the US, if he could be safe. I have no doubt he would be perfectly safe 

with you.” Another letter about a potentially endangered fugitive, this one from Joseph Beale, 

said that it would be “safer for him to be in Massachusetts or Vermont, if work is to be had 

for him.” 

 

One of the exchanges in the Rokeby collection is between Rowland T. Robinson and 

a North Carolina slave owner negotiating the cost of a freedom paper for Jesse, who was 

living and working here at Rokeby. Writing on Jesse’s behalf, Robinson initiated this 

correspondence and in doing so, he revealed Jesse’s exact whereabouts. Would Robinson—

or Jesse—have attempted such a thing if they believed it would expose Jesse to the danger of 

recapture? Ephraim Elliott, the slave owner, asked for $300, but also admitted, “he is at this 

time entirely out of my reach.” It is clear that abolitionist and slave owner alike considered a 

runaway in Vermont to be beyond successful capture. 

 

These letters also make clear that African Americans who escaped to Rokeby were 

employed as agricultural laborers. Oliver Johnson is careful to detail Simon’s qualifications: 

“I was so well pleased with his appearance.... that I could not help thinking he would be a 

good man for you to hire... he is very trustworthy, of a kind disposition, and knows how to do 

almost all kinds of farm work. He is used to teaming, and is very good to manage horses. He 



 

Rokeby Museum  Underground Railroad Teachers’ Packet 2006  4 

says he could beat any man in the neighborhood where he lived at mowing, cradling, or 

pitching [grain].” Joseph Beale makes the same point: “My brother John Nicholson thinks 

Jeremiah can be very useful to a farmer needing such a man.” And we learn from 

Robinson’s reply to the slave owner Ephraim Elliott that Jesse has “by his industry and 

economy saved $150.” 

 

It seems that rather than a bed for a night on the way to Canada, freedom seekers who 

came to Rokeby received a new start in life. And rather than taking part in the high drama of 

the underground railroad, the Robinsons helped former get that start by offering them 

education and work.  
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ACTIVITY: The Abolition of Slavery. When was slavery officially illegal in Vermont? 
What do you notice about the abolition of slavery in different regions of the US? 
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VOCABULARY 

PURPOSE: To familiarize students with words used in letters, newspapers, and other 

documents in Rokeby’s collection. Technical museum terms are also included. 

ACTIVITY: The vocabulary list can be incorporated into a spelling lesson, social studies 

class, or language assignment. 

 

VOCABULARY LIST 

abolitionist- A person who advocated and worked for the end of slavery. 

abscond- To leave suddenly and secretly; to avoid capture. 

apprehend- To arrest. 

bondage- The condition of a slave; servitude. 

boycott- To abstain from using, buying, or dealing with, as a means of protest. 

destitute- Completely impoverished; penniless. 

disposed- To incline; to give a tendency to. 

fugitive- One who flees. 

liberal- Characterized by generosity; ample or abundant. 

liberate- To set free, as from oppression or confinement. 

pacifist- One who opposes war or violence as a method to settle disputes. 

relinquishment- To give up; surrender. 

soul-driver- Slave trader; one who bought and sold slaves. 

thee/thou- Archaic forms of English pronouns used by the Quakers. 

title- A legal right to the possession of property. 

 

OTHER TERMS 

artifact- Any object made by human work; belonging to an earlier time or culture. 

history- A chronological record of true stories about the past, usually including how and why 

they happened. 

primary souce document- An original document, such as a photograph, letter or diary. 
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THE JOURNEY NORTH 
 
BACKGROUND: The decision to travel north to freedom was a difficult one. The distance 

was great, and even under the best of circumstances the journey would be arduous and 

hazardous. The most common mode of transportation at this time was by foot. Horses, 

wagons, and boats were expensive and hard to come by for many people, let alone escaping 

slaves. Railroads were not an established mode of transportation at the time the first freedom 

seekers came to Rokeby. In most instances, the runaways traveled at night and on foot. 

Guided by the North Star, they avoided main travelling routes to prevent capture. 

 

PURPOSE: Students will learn what was involved in the journey north for a runaway slave. 

 

ACTIVITY: 

After studying the map of the United States in 1861 (next page) students should answer the 

following questions: 

§ In 1861, how many states allowed slavery? 

§ What was a  “free state?” How many free states were there in the United States? 

 

Imagine yourself to be one of the following: 

§ A 30 year old man running away to the North 

§ A 20 year old woman running away to the North 

§ A child with his/her parents on a journey to the North 

 

Ask yourself these questions: 

§ What method(s) of transportation did you use? 

§ How did you find your way? Did you have a map?  

§ What problems did you encounter along the way? What did you do for food and shelter? 

§ Did “slave catchers” come after you? Did they follow you? Why or why not? 

 

Finally, write an individual story from the viewpoint of the slave, the catcher or the person 

receiving the fugitive.  
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U.S. MAP—1861 
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THE QUAKER RELIGION 

PURPOSE: To familiarize students with the Quaker religion and to show how the 

Robinson’s religious beliefs affected their role in the abolition movement. 

ACTIVITY: Students should read the following background material (individually or as a 

class) and then answer the questions on the worksheet (on the next page). 

 

BACKGROUND: Members of the Quaker religion came to America to take advantage of 

the opportunities in the “new world” and to practice their religious beliefs. The Quaker sect is  

also called the Religious Society of Friends and was founded in England by George Fox. 

 In the late 1600s many “Friends” (as Quakers refer to one another) crossed the ocean 

and established Quaker communities throughout the colonies. The largest and perhaps best 

known is Pennsylvania, founded by and named after William Penn. 
 

The concept of the Inner Light is central to Quaker theology. It refers to God’s presence 

within a person and to a direct and personal experience with God. Quakers believe that God 

speaks to everyone but that in order to hear his voice one must learn to be still and actively 

listen for it.  

The Quaker belief that an Inner Light resides in each person is based in part on a passage 

from the New Testament (John 1.9) which says “That was the true light, which lighteth every 

man that cometh into the world.”  

 

The Society of Friends is known for its humanitarian activities, and some of its beliefs 

include pacifism, simplicity and equality. Quakers’ strong belief in equality, the principle 

that all people are created equal, led them to support the efforts of abolitionists. 
(Adapted from www.answers.com/topic/inner-light) 

 

During your study of the Robinsons, you will read some of their letters. One of the unusual 

things you will find is the Quaker use of the term “thee,” instead of  “you.” You will also 

discover that they use the numbers of the months in place of the names and days of the week 

we are familiar with. For example, January would be referred to as “first month.” Sunday 

would be referred to as “first day.” 
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THE QUAKER RELIGION WORKSHEET 

Fill in the blanks with the following: 

abolitionists  Quakers  William Penn 

Friends  thee   third month 

Robinson 

  

1. The ____________________  believe in simplicity, pacifism and equality. 

 

2. A famous Quaker named ____________________  formed a Quaker colony in 

Pennsylvania. 

 

3. Members of the Quakers often refer to each other as ____________________. 

 

4. The ____________________  family, who lived at Rokeby were members of the Quaker 

religion. 

 

5. Their belief in the equality of all people led the Quakers to become _________________. 

 

6. In many of the writings of Rowland T. Robinson, you will notice the use of 

____________________  instead of  “you.” 

 

7. Instead of using the common name for the month of March, a Quaker would say 

____________________. 
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INTRODUCTION TO PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENTS 

Primary sources come from the time of an historic even and were created by people who 

participated in or lived during the time of that event. Primary sources include original 

documents, artifacts, letters, pictures, and maps. (Microfilms, facsimile copies, or reliable 

transcriptions of those documents are acceptable to use.) 

 

PURPOSE: To demonstrate to students the 

significance of primary documents. To 

challenge students to read information for 

content. To humanize the legend of the 

Underground Railroad into a personal story  

of liberation and choice.  

Finally, through examination of the letters 

students will learn about Rokeby’s role as a 

station of the underground railroad.  

 

BACKGROUND:  Rokeby Museum has 15,000 family correspondences dating from the 

1760s to the 1960s. The following letters to and from the Robinsons are the primary 

documents that tell us about the underground railroad at Rokeby. 

  

Some of the letters may be difficult for younger children to read and understand. Portions of 

the letters could be read to them or students could take turns reading the letters out loud. In 

any case be sure to pause and check to see if they do understand the content and language of 

the letters as you go along. Questions that that will help with discussion and comprehension 

go with each letter. Please note: there are a number of punctuation, grammar and spelling 

errors in the letters. These errors were in the original documents and are retained for 

authenticity. Also, please note that some of the letters will be investigated during your visit to 

the museum; others can be used as a post-visit activity. 

 

 
ACTIVITY: Ask students to bring in one 
example from their own “personal collection” 
of a primary source document. A great 
example is an appointment book or day-
minder—there is a huge amount of data in it! 
Dates, names, professional connections, 
meetings, cancellations, holidays, vacations, 
phone numbers and contacts. 
 
Also: pull out a sales slip. What information 
can someone determine by using this?  
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ACTIVITY: Each classroom should determine its best working method. Teachers may 

choose to have the entire class read only one letter or divide the set of letters into small 

groups. Students may want to work cooperatively in small groups. Each group could work on 

a different letter and then share their findings with the class. For younger groups, a helper or 

older student could read the letter to them.  

 

Encourage students to utilize their best learning methods. Paper is cheap, so make multiple 

copies of the transcriptions. Is the student a note taker? Does she like to use highlighters? 

Underlining? Notations in the margins? Teachers are encouraged to utilize the “Document 

Discovery Data Sheet.” This will allow students to know which facts they are searching for 

and to read prompting questions to delve a little further. The critical questions in historical 

research are “who, when and where.” Once these have been determined the more thought 

provoking questions of “what and why” can be determined. The process they will be 

following is much the same as any academic or researcher will use.   

 

After reading each letter, answer the follow-up questions 
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THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD LETTERS 

Letter From Oliver Johnson to Rowland T. Robinson, 1-27-1837 

 

Jenner Township, Somerset Co. Pa. 

Jan. 27, 1837 

My Dear Friend, 

 I have not forgotten my promise to write you, though I have not, until now, found a 

favorable opportunity to redeem my pledge.  I am induced to write you at this time, on 

account of circumstances which I shall proceed without further introduction, to 

communicate.  If you will look at the map of the U. S. suspended in your north room, (if not 

lent in "a case of immersion"!) you will perceive that this county lies very near Maryland.  I 

am now, perhaps, 30 miles from the line.  There are in this region at all times no small 

number of runaway slaves, but they are generally caught unless they proceed farther north.  I 

saw yesterday, in this township a stout man who ran away from Maryland.  He is 28 years 

old, and appeared to me to be an honest, likely man.  He says he was sold with several others 

to a soul-driver for $1,000; consequently he must have been considered very valuable.  When 

he came here (some time in December I think it was,) he was destitute of decent clothing, 

and unable to proceed, as he intended when he left Maryland, to Canada.  A man in this place 

by the name of William C. Griffith, the son of a Friend, who has often rendered assistance to 

runaways, kindly offered to keep him until spring.  A reward of $200.00 has been offered for 

his apprehension, and it is not considered safe for him to remain here after winter has gone 

by, as search will no doubt be made for him. I was so well pleased with his appearance, and 

with the account given of him by Griffith, that I could not help thinking he would be a good 

man for you to hire.  Mr. Griffith says he is of a kind disposition, and knows how to do all 

most all kinds of farm work.  He is used to teaming, and is very good to manage horses.  He 

says that he could beat any man in the neighborhood where he lived, in Maryland, at 

mowing,  cradling, or pitching.  He has intended going to Canada in the spring, but says he 

would prefer to stay in the U. S., if he could be safe.  I have no doubt he would be perfectly 

safe with you.  Would you not like to have him go to you in the spring?  I fear that, if he goes 

to Canada, he may fall into bad company; but if he is under your guardianship, I think he 
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may become a useful man.  The project struck my own mind so pleasantly that I resolved to 

write you on the subject.  It will be a great way for him to walk, but not worse than going to 

Canada.  He can be furnished with the names of abolitionists on whom to call upon the way, 

and I think may reach Vermont in safety.  I wish you would think of the case and write me 

your conclusions.  If you say, "let him come" I will endeavor to make the best possible 

arrangements in regard to the journey....  

 

There are a thousand things, dear friend, which I would be glad to write--but time and 

season[?] will not permit.  I often think of you and your dear family, and of the numerous 

acts of kindness which I have received at your hands.  I feel anxious to hear from you, 

particularly concerning your health.  Excuse the haste of this letter, and present my love to all 

your family. 

    I am yours affectionately,       Oliver Johnson 

 

 

Note: In a later letter from Oliver Johnson dated April 3, 1837, this fugitive is referred to as 

“Simon.” Oliver confirms that he has written to Wm. C. Griffith in regard to the matter and 

says, “I hope he will arrive in safety and prove to be an honest, faithful laborer — such a one 

as you need. If such should be the result, I shall have occasion to rejoice that I was 

instrumental in finding him a place where I am sure that everything will be done to promise 

his happiness...” 

 

 

Oliver Johnson to Rowland T. Robinson, January 27, 1837. 

1. Why is Oliver Johnson writing to Rowland T. Robinson? 

2. Why is Jenner, Pennsylvania a dangerous place for Simon? 

3. Why does Johnson think Simon is a good man to send to Robinson? 

4. Do you think Robinson is going to hide Simon when he arrives at Rokeby? 

How will Simon get to Vermont? 
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Letters Between Ephraim Elliott and Rowland T. Robinson, 1837 
INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT: 

There are four Ephraim Elliott correspondences: the initial letter of March 12, 1837 sent from 

Ferrisburgh to North Carolina is obviously not part of the Rokeby collection. The second 

letter, dated in April is from Elliott. The third letter in draft form is penned on back of letter 

#2. How can we be assured that the “conditions” in the draft/the third letter were actually 

acknowledged? Because in response a fourth and final letter was received in June. 

 

Why is viewing the actual primary source document important? Rokeby staff had been 

working from typed transcriptions of the letters for years. One day while viewing the actual 

letter a staff member spotted an overlooked piece of information: a return address. Working 

with pdf-formatted views of North Carolina Census, Ephraim Elliott was found. He lived at 

Newby’s Bridge, Hertford township in Perquimans County, North Carolina2. Further 

searches on the web uncovered genealogical databases; this information was not taken face 

value, however. Examination of births, marriages, and deaths certificates to confirmed 

Ephraim’s lineage. Further investigation into probate records, yearly lists of taxables, and 

more census figures contributed to building a profile of not only Ephraim Elliott and his 

family, but of  “[his] negro Jesse.” 

 

Research shows that Ephraim and Jesse were 

peers, both about 25 years old in 1837. 

Ephraim’s grandfather and father were slave 

owners. Father Joseph had 13 slaves 

accounted for on the 1820 census; one was 

Jesse. Joseph died in 1824 without a will; the 

courts divided his assets and property among 

his seven children. Ephraim’s lot included Jesse.  

 

 
2 This area is now the Belvidere district off Route 37. 

 
ACTIVITY: Have students use an 
on-line mapping link to calculate the 
distance between Robinson in 
Ferrisburgh Vermont and Elliott in 
Hertford North Carolina. 
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Ephraim did not live on a splashy plantation like we see represented in “Gone with the 

Wind.”  He inherited 80 acres of undesirable swamp suitable for raising pigs. The land is 

level. Numerous ditches cross the district to alleviate some of the flooding that results from 

the Perquimans River running high. Few roads exist even today, and the distance between 

homes is about one mile. Ephraim’s home no longer remains. Few if any early 19th century 

farmhouses exist in Perquimans County at all, most succumbing to the effects of hurricanes 

that blast in from the Atlantic Ocean.  

 

The Great Dismal Swamp is less than five miles from the Elliott farm. For many decades 

freedom might be no further north than there. The dense and dangerous Dismal Swamp was 

notorious for difficult water levels and currents, snakes, mosquitoes, and yet the Swamp was 

home to many well hidden fugitives in what are called “maroon communities.” While there is 

no evidence that Jesse used the Great Dismal Swamp to his advantage, water routes were 

perhaps the best course of escape for him. Many 19th century newspapers from the Hertford 

area have warning of stiff penalties  to ship captains if fugitives were found on their rigs.  

 

Ephraim was illiterate, as were most residents in Perquimans County. His letters were not of 

his own hand; rather, he paid a neighbor to write for him and presumably to read any letter 

that he received. This explains the change in penmanship between letters. Another 

clarification: Robinson’s handwriting was illegible enough for the reader to think he was 

“Robert T. Robertson.” 



 

Rokeby Museum  Underground Railroad Teachers’ Packet 2006  17 

 

April 19th 1837 

     Perquimans County No Carolina 

    

Robert T Robertson 

    You re letter of 12th March Is before me in regard to my Negro 

Jesse his situation at this time places it in his power to give me what he think’s proper.  But I 

do not feel disposed to make any title for him for less than Three Hundred Dollars which is 

not more than one third what I could have had for him before he absconded  If I had bin 

disposed to sell him but I have never had any such Intention  I should like for him to return to 

N. Carolina if he should think Proper he may be assured that I will not Sell him  But I can not 

expect it as he at this time is entirely out of my reach and may not wish to place himself in 

my power again  I never intended that he Should be mad[e] a Slave not longer than three or 

four years from the time he left  Jesse was a man that I had a grate regard for that I am in 

hopes will do well  I should like to hear from him from time to time  If he should be disposed 

to give me the above sum he can forward the money to some one with Instructions to take a 

Bill of Sale 

       Respectfully your friend 

       Ephraim Elliott 

 

 

Ephraim Elliott to Rowland T. Robinson, April 19, 1837. 

1. Why is Ephraim Elliott writing to Rowland T. Robinson? Who is he? 

2. What does it mean to have a “title” to something? Why would Jesse have to buy his 

freedom from another person? 

3. Why is Jesse in a position of power in deciding how much to send to Ephraim Elliott? 

4. Do you thing Elliott intends to travel from North Carolina to seize Jesse? 

5. Can you think of examples of when you would use a “Bill of Sale” today? 

6. Knowing that Ephraim and Jesse grew up together, do you think he is being sincere or 

sarcastic when he states “Jesse was a man that I have grate regard for that I am in hopes 

will do well.”
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Reproduction of letter from Ephraim Elliott to Rowland T. Robinson. 
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Reply          3rd of 5th Mo. 1837 

 Ephraim Elliott     

  Thy letter of the 19th was recd last evening & I regret to find that the sum 

thou requires for the freedom of Jesse places this desirable object―the most anxious wish of 

his heart beyond his reach.  Since leaving thy Service he has by his industry & economy laid 

up 150$ & he is willing to give the whole of this sum for his freedom: & the whole of his 

savings is all that he can offer--for much as I and his other friend here may desire his liberty. 

I am bound to inform thee without the least wish to offend, that we cannot consciously 

contribute any thing toward the purchase of a slave even for his liberation; because we 

believe it would be recognizing a principle which God forbids.  If Jesse was in possession of 

a larger sum he would freely offer it all for his freedom.  I therefore hope thou wilt feel 

disposed to consider the case of one for whom thou has so great a regard & accept his offer 

which considering his present circumstances & location must be ackgd liberal.  Shouldst thou 

feel disposed to accept this offer I would propose thy forwarding the relinquishment of thy 

title to some person in whom thou canst confide either in N.Y.T. or Boston who will receive 

the money on delivery of thy sd discharge.  Please to inform me soon of the result of thy 

mind in the case & accept my own and Jesse’s sincere desire for thy prosperity & happiness. 

 Thy Frd    RTR 

 

PS I mention the above named places because thou & I can each find a person in either of 

those places whom we could rely upon to accomplish the business. RTR 

 

 

Reply from Rowland T. Robinson to Ephraim Elliott, May 3, 1837. 

1. How much money has Jesse saved since leaving Ephraim Elliott? How did he get this 

money? 

2. Why won’t Robinson help pay for Jesse’s freedom? 

3. Why does Robinson think Jesse’s offer of sending Elliott $150 is a liberal offer? 

4. Why does Robinson suggest that someone from New York or Boston get involved with 

the exchange of the title for the money? 
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Reproduction of the draft of the letter sent to Ephraim Elliott. 
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   Perquimans County NC  6th mo. 7th 1837 

Respected Friend 

 I recd thy very acceptable letter dated 5th mo, 3rd and was at hand a few days ago. I 

must inform thee that I do not feel disposed to take any less than I stated before. I don’t know 

how Jessee could with a clear consciense wish me to take any less than what I before stated. 

If Jessee has a desire to come back I wish he would express his designs in another letter 

stating his determination If he feels disposed to come back I will meet him at any place that 

he will mention. And no sum of money or no temptation shall seperate us. But if he does not 

wish to return I will make the transfer to any friend of his that he will mention for the sum 

before stated. 

      Thy friend 

       Ephraim Elliott 

Rowland T. Robinson 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ephraim Elliott to Rowland T. Robinson, June 6, 1837. 

1. How long has it taken for a letter to get between Hertford and Ferrisburgh? 

2. Why has Ephraim rejected Jesse’s offer? 
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Excerpt from letter from Rachel G. Robinson to Ann King, January 9, 1844 

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT: 

Rachel Gilpin married Rowland Thomas Robinson of Ferrrisburgh, Vermont in 1820. Early 

in their marriage they moved back to live with his parents at their thriving Merino sheep 

farm, now know as Rokeby Museum.  

 

As well as being devout Hicksite Quakers, the Robinsons were active and ardent 

abolitionists. Rachel was lauded by William Lloyd Garrison for her commitment to buying 

“free-labor goods,” that is, products that had  not been made under slave labor. As well as 

being active in the Ferrisburgh Anti-Slavery Society, Rowland was the executive committee 

chairman of the Vermont Anti-Slavery Society, formed in May 1834. They believed in non-

resistance. The family was committed to a number of reform movements including 

temperance, pauper relief, and prison reform. 

 

The Robinsons had met Ann King while they were at the Great Nine Partners, a Quaker 

boarding school in Duchess County, New York. Ann was addressed as “sister” in accordance 

with Quaker custom, but she truly became integrated into the Robinson family dynamics, 

living many decades at Rokeby, acting as the educator to their children, even being buried in 

the Robinson family plot. She, too, was ardently involved in the politics of the anti-slavery 

movement and many of her books left at Rokeby following her death are political in nature; 

some even have spirited and sarcastic comments and opinions penciled in the margins. 
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North Ferrisburgh, First Mo. 9th 1844 

My Dear Sister, 

…Oh, before I forget it, thee must be told that we have had two of the fugitive slaves who 

fled from bondage in a whale-boat, and were pursued by an American vessel of war! Noble 

work! They have gone on to Canada, for they were afraid to remain any where within our 

glorious republic lest the chain of servitude should again find would and limb: poor men! 

They left wives behind, and deeply did they appear to feel the separation: they felt it so 

keenly that one of them said he would not have dome away, had he not supposed he could 

easily effect the escape of his wife also when he was once away. Both seemed very serious, 

as though grief sat heavy on their hearts, they tarried with [us] only one night & were very 

anxious to journey on to Victoria’s domain…. 

   Affectionately thy sister, Rachel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rachel G. Robinson to Ann King, 1-9-1844. 

1. What modes of transportation did the fugitives use on their journey? 

2. Who chooses whether the fugitives stayed in the US or moved onto Canada? 

3. List the emotions and attitudes of these men, as noted by Rachel. 

4. List the emotions and attitudes of Rachel herself. 

5. These men talked candidly to Rachel about not only their journey but their feelings; 

Rachel was a stranger and white. What do you think this indicates about Rachel? 
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Letter From Joseph Beale to Rowland T. Robinson, 7-12-1844 
INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT: 

The Robinsons were active and ardent abolitionists. Rachel was lauded by William Lloyd 

Garrison for her commitment to buying “free-labor goods.” The products she would have 

taken caution with were molasses, sugar, rice, flour, coffee and of course cotton products like 

muslin and paper. As the Robinsons also subscribed to the temperance movement, they did 

not purchase tobacco or spirits such as rum, both of which were produced primarily under 

slave labor. That definition did not only involve the American slave, it extended to the 

enslaved in the Caribbean and South America. If they Robinsons couldn’t buy an of  item 

assured that it had been produced without slave labor they would buy it at a free-labor store, 

produce it themselves, or they did without it altogether. 

 

Joseph H. Beale operated a free-labor store in 

New York City. Letters from Beale come to 

Rowland and Rachel in the 1830s and 1840s.  

His son Caleb was a briefly a student at the 

Ferrisburgh Academy, a non-segregated 

institute built in 1839 on the northern edge of 

the Robinson property.  

 

From Vermont Historical Society exhibit, 

Generation Change 1820-1850 

“Although Friends in New York and Philadelphia opened stores of free-labor goods the 

abolitionists’ boycott of slave-made items was not successful. People either weren’t willing 

to be inconvenienced, or they couldn’t see the connection between their actions as consumers 

and the impact it would play on the institution of slavery. 

Boycotting has a long history in America. Tea became a symbol of resistance during the 

American Revolution, and in the 1970s Americans stopped buying California grapes in 

support of migrant farm workers. Boycotts work when they transmit political messages and 

cause economic damage.” 
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New York July 12, 1844  

Rowland T. Robinson 

Dear Friend 

 A poor hunted fugitive had a shelter in a store in our neighborhood for a short time, 

but hearing that he was discovered, we got him to our house, and last first day forwarded him 

to Elizabeth Schofield (late Reynolds) in Connecticut, she and her husband are true friends of 

freedom thinking it safer for him to be in Massachusetts or Vermont if work is to be had 

there for him--he is called Jeremiah Snowden, he is very innocent, and appeared willing to 

render us all the assistance in his power, but we were unwilling to risk his remaining, 

although we had abundance of work for him at this busy season—I send a little Box by the 

Tow Boat to go tomorrow afternoon at 5 oclock—directed to care of H. Bright, Vergennes 

for Rowland, T. Robinson, N. Ferrisburgh Vt. it contains his clothes;  

 

(Letter continues with Beale writing about various subjects and his wife’s health.) 

 

... my Brother John Nicholson thinks Jeremiah can be very useful to a farmer needing such a 

Man. With best Regards to thee thy Wife and Children I remain 

       Thy affectionate friend 

        Joseph H. Beale 

 

 

Joseph H. Beale to Rowland T. Robinson, July 12, 1844. 

1. Describe Jeremiah. 

2. Why does Beale want to send Jeremiah to Robinson’s farm in Vermont? Who would 

have been hunting for Jeremiah and why? 

3. What does Beale mean by “friends of freedom?” Who are they? 

4. Do you think it is unusual for Jeremiah Snowden to have his clothing shipped from 

Beale’s residence to Robinson’s farm? 

5. What does Jeremiah possess, literally and figuratively? 
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SUMMARY QUESTIONS 

1. Why do Oliver Johnson and Joseph Beale want to send Simon and Jeremiah Snowden to 

Rowland T. Robinson’s farm in Vermont? 

2. What do you think Simon and Jeremiah were doing while they were at Rokeby? 

3. Why was Vermont a safer place for African Americans escaping from slavery to live and 

work? 

 

Suggestions:  

§ The Oliver Johnson letters and the Ephraim Elliott letters were all written in 1837. Have 

students compare and contrast them. 

§ The Joseph H. Beale and Rachel Gilpin Robinson letter were both written in 1844. These 

too can be compared and contrasted. 

§ Harriet Jacobs wrote a book called “Life of a Slave Girl.” Her situation coincides in dates 

and in location to Jesse’s. Students could read excerpts of her years in bondage and her 

escape on the website www.docsouth.unc.edu (Documenting the American South, 

through the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill). 
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WRITING ACTIVITIES 

BACKGROUND: The following exercises should be done after the students have a 

thorough understanding of Rokeby and how it served as a station on the underground 

railroad. Students can choose from the list or you can assign the activities so there are 

examples of each. 

 

PURPOSE: By placing themselves in the role of the following characters (child living at 

Rokeby, abolitionist,  African American freedom seeker, and news reporter), students will 

gain understanding of the underground railroad at Rokeby. 

 

ACTIVITY:  

1. Write a journal entry imagining that you grew up at Rokeby while it was a stop on the 

underground railroad. (The Robinsons had four children: Thomas, George, Ann, and 

Rowland Evans). What do you think about slavery? How do you feel about having 

runaways on your home? Have you talked to any of the runaways about life in bondage 

or their journey to Vermont? 

2. Write a letter to Rowland T. Robinson pretending you are a concerned abolitionist who is 

harboring a runaway and wants to send him or her to Robinson. Discuss the person’s 

background and skills, what the safest route to Vermont might be, and estimate when the 

person might arrive. 

3. Write a journal entry, pretending to be a runaway slave who has arrived at Rokeby. What 

was your journey like? Did you leave any family behind? What will you be doing while 

at Rokeby, and what are your dreams for the future? 

4. Pretend you are a reporter doing an article on the underground railroad at Rokeby for 

“The Liberator” newspaper. You will need to interview Rowland T. and Rachel 

Robinson. The article can be in story form or written as an interview. 
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 WORKSHEETS AND PUZZLES 

Match the work with the correct definition. 

 

1. Apprehend   Those wanting to end slavery 

 

2. Abscond   Someone who escapes 

 

3. Destitute   To arrest and take into custody 

 

4. Abolitionist   Very poor 

 

5. Liberate   To abstain from buying; a protest method 

 

6. Title    Freedom 

 

7. Fugitive   To free someone from slavery 

 

8. Boycott   A legal ownership to property 

 

9. Liberty    To leave secretly and hide 
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Unscramble the following words that are relating to the underground railroad at Rokeby. 

 

1. G U H S I R F R E R B  _________________________ 

2. H T E   I L R O A R B T E  _________________________ 

3. M E D R E F O   _________________________ 

4. O K R Y E B   _________________________ 

5. A U N A W R Y   _________________________ 

6. O T R H N   R S A T  _________________________ 

7. S R B O N I N O   _________________________ 
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Word Find: Words can be vertical, horizontal, backwards, and diagonal. 

slavery  fugitive  Rokeby    

abolition  Quaker  runaway 

underground  Robinson  boycott 

 

C    R    P   E    W    L    A    Z    D    F    N   L 

 

G E V I T I G U F U O Q 

 

X H A R Y Q M D G I S K 

 

B N S P B O U R U A N D 

 

J C L E J B E A N G I M 

 

Y S A V N H X O K C B R 

 

A M V L F P T B C E O H 

 

W J E T H D I O K N R A 

 

A S R O K E B Y W P Q D 

 

N F Y M C O J C E J L R 

 

U N D E R G R O U N D F 

 

R G K P M B F T Q A C P 

 

U S A B O L I T I O N P 
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ANSWER SHEET for previous activities 

Matching:    Word Scramble: 

4, 7, 3, 1, 8, 9, 5, 6, 2.   FERRISBURGH, THE LIBERATOR, FREEDOM 

ROKEBY, RUNAWAY, NORTH STAR, ROBINSON 

Word Find: 

 

C    R    P   E    W    L    A    Z    D    F    N   L 

 

G E V I T I G U F U O Q 

 

X H A R Y Q M D G I S K 

 

B N S P B O U R U A N D 

 

J C L E J B E A N G I M 

 

Y S A V N H X O K C B R 

 

A M V L F P T B C E O H 

 

W J E T H D I O K N R A 

 

A S R O K E B Y W P Q D 

 

N F Y M C O J C E J L R 

 

U N D E R G R O U N D F 

 

R G K P M B F T Q A C P 

 

U S A B O L I T I O N P 
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BIBLIOGRAPHY and RECOMMENDED RESOURCES 

Rokeby Museum staff has compiled the following list of resources to assist students and 

teachers in gaining an accurate picture of the underground railroad in America. 

 

STUDENT RESOURCES, Primary source based  

¨ Frederick Douglass, Portrait of a Freedom Fighter. Keenan, Shelia. Scholastic 
Inc.,1995. 

 
¨ Escape From Slavery. McCurdy, Michael. Knopf, 1994. Boyhood of Frederick 

Douglass, in his own words. 
 
 
¨ Many Thousand Gone: African Americans from Slavery to Freedom. Hamilton, 

Virginia.. Knopf, 1993. History of slaves in America told in the voices and stories of 
those who lived it.  

 
¨ Get on Board: The Story of the Underground Railroad. Haskins, Jim. Scholastic 

Publishers, 1993. 
 
¨ My Folks Don’t Want Me to Talk About Slavery: Twenty-one Oral Histories of 

Former North Carolina Slaves. Ed. by Belinda Hurmence. Blair: 1984. 
¨  
¨ The Underground Railroad: Life on the Road to Freedom. Perspectives on History 

Series. Edited by Ellen Hansen, Discovery Enterprises, Ltd., Carlisle, Massachusetts. 
1995. (Primary and secondary source materials) 
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STUDENT RESOURCES, Fiction 

¨ Escape to Freedom. Davis, Ossie. The Trumpet Club, 1976. A play about the 
experiences of young Frederick Douglass. 

 
¨ Young Frederick Douglass, Fight For Freedom. Santrey, Lawrence. Troll Associates, 

1983. 
 
¨ Letters from a Slave Girl: The Story of Harriet Jacobs. Lyons, Mary. Advanced 

reading. Jacobs’ story coincides with the location and years of Jesse’s story. This is 
fiction in the form of letters she might have written as a youngster. 

 
¨ Susan’s Secret. Wriston, Harriet. Set in Montpelier; contains information about the 

Samuel May lecture of 1835 and “The Freeman,” a Vermont anti-slavery newspaper. 
Perspective of a young school girl. Rich vocabulary and descriptions of early 1800s 
town-life. 4th grade level. 

 
¨ The Drinking Gourd: A Story of the Underground Railroad . Monjo, F.N. Harper 

Collins: 1993. 
 
¨ Uncle Tom’s Cabin . Stowe, Harriet Beecher. (various editions) 
 
¨ Out of Bondage and Other Stories. Robinson, Rowland Evans. Tuttle: 1936 or 

Houghton Mifflin: 1905. 
 
¨ Follow the Drinking Gourd. Winter, Jeanette. Knopf: 1988. 
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TEACHER RESOURCES 

¨  “The Underground Railroad,” National Geographic. July 1984.Blockson, Charles.  
 
¨ The Underground Railroad. Blockson, Charles. Prentice Hall, 1987. First-person 

narratives of escapes to freedom in the North. 
 
 
¨ Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Douglass, Frederick. Dover Publications.* 
 
¨ The Liberty Line. Gara, Larry. University of Kentucky Press, 1961. 
 
¨ The Underground Railroad: Escape From Freedom. Jerome Education Associates. 

United Learning, Inc., 1998 (Video and teacher guide. To order call 1-800-424-0362) 
 
 
¨ Underground Railroad, Handbook 156. National Park Service, Division of 

Publications. U.S. Department of the Interior, 1998.* 
 
¨ Many Cultures, One People. Sharrow, Gregory, ed. The Vermont Folklife Center, 1992. 

See “Vermonters of African American Ancestry,” pp. 63-74. Excellent. 
 
 
¨ Yours, in the Cause of the Slave. Vermont Historical Society. State of Vermont, 1997.  
 
¨ Friends of Freedom, The Vermont Underground Railroad Survey Report.  Zirblis, 

Ray.  Vermont Division for Historic Preservation, 1996.*  
 
 
 

• These resources can be purchased at Rokeby Museum. 
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WEBSITES: 
Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History   

www.gilderlehrman.org 
I had the opportunity to study at their Passages to Freedom Institute in summer 2004. 
Absolutely fabulous, and if you have the opportunity I encourage you to go. The lesson plans 
in this kit are from that session. The GLI website is packed with numerous high quality 
opportunities for using primary sources in the form of images, photographs and 
transcriptions. There are timelines, on-line virtual exhibits, annotations, and more. I suggest 
you give yourself an introductory cruise through just so you can begin to fathom what is 
available. It’s well worth getting on their mailing list, and they will not inundate you with 
postings. 
 
Documenting the American South,  
through the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill   

www.docsouth.unc.edu 
So what was slavery like? Understand it from the victim’s perspective. There are so many 
slave narratives to read, yet it still remains an under appreciated tool for understanding the 
horror. An unbelievable resource. 
Go to the North American Slave Narrative link for full contents of scores of slave narratives. 
Need to pull a page or two from one of Douglass’ books? Not only are the entire texts of his 
works transcribed and in pdf format, but there are scanned images of the book covers, spines, 
title pages.  
 
Digital History 
www.digitalhistory.uh.edu 
This link comes through the Gilder Lehrman site. Go to the “enslaved voices” link. 
 
The Antislavery Literature Project 

http://antislavery.eserver.org 
Their mission: “Antislavery literature represents the origins of multicultural literature in the 
United States. The goal of the Antislavery Literature Project is to increase public access to a 
body of literature crucial to understanding African American experience, US and 
hemispheric histories of slavery, and early human rights philosophies. These multilingual 
collections contribute to an educational consciousness of the role of many antislavery writers 
in creating contemporary concepts of freedom.” 
 
Smithsonian Folkways 

www.folkways.si.edu 
The Folkways recordings are a wonderful way to bring actual voice to your study. There are 
many recordings of Douglass’ words being read by Ossie Davis—fluid, well paced, dramatic 
and articulate. There are 30-second clips available for listening on each link.  
 
The Atlantic Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Americas 

http://hitchcock.itc.virginia.edu/Slavery/index.html 
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“The thousand images in this collection have been selected from a wide range of sources, 
most of them dating from the period of slavery. This collection is envisioned as a tool and a 
resource that can be used by teachers, researchers, students and the general public—in brief, 
anyone interested in the experiences of Africans who were enslaved and transported to the 
Americas and the lives of their descendants in the slave societies of the New World.” 
 
 
Modern slavery issues 

www.antislavery.org 
www.freetheslaves.net 
 

Also: 
Vermont Historical Society, Underground Railroad Curriculum, 1997. Includes a link to 
using “The Black Bonnet,” a fictional story of pursuit in Vermont by Louella Bryant.  
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VERMONT STANDARDS FOR THIS PROGRAM 
The following is a summary of the Vermont Framework of Standards and Learning 
Opportunities we attempt to address in a complete underground railroad program, including 
the teacher’s use of pre-and post-activities. 
 
1.4 READING A RANGE OF TEXT--Student comprehends and responds to a range of 
media, images, and text. Student demonstrates this ability by reading primary and secondary 
sources. 
 
2.1 TYPES OF QUESTIONS--Student asks a variety of questions. Student demonstrates this 
ability when student asks questions to determine why events occur and ask reflective questions that 
connect new ideas to personal experience. Also asks critical evaluation questions that judge the 
quality of evidence from within a text. 
 
5.13 RESPONDING TO TEXT--Student responses to literary texts and public documents 
using interpretive, critical, and evaluative processes. Student demonstrates this ability when 
student makes inferences about content, events, story, characters and set-ting, and about the 
relationship(s) among them. Also, students analyzes the impact of the authors’ decisions regarding 
work choice and content, describes linguistic structure, and explains the effects of the point of view. 
 
6.4 HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS--Student identifies major historical eras and analyze 
transition in various times locally, statewide, countrywide, and worldwide to understand the 
past, the present and the relationship between the two. Student examines local history by reading 
historical narratives and documents, investigates artifacts, architecture, and other resources that 
illustrate key periods.  
 
6.5 TRADITIONAL AND SOCIAL HISTORIES--Student investigates both the traditional 
and the social histories of the people, places, and cultures under study. Student describes and 
interprets events through the perspectives of people living in the time and place under study. Student 
demonstrates understanding of the relationships among powerful people, important events, and the 
lives of common people. 
 
6.6 BEING A HISTORIAN--Student uses historical methodology to make interpretations 
concerning history, change, and continuity. Student demonstrates ability when student classifies 
objects from “long ago” and today. Student uses primary resources in building original historical 
interpretations. 
 
6.8 MOVEMENTS/SETTLEMENTS--Student analyzes factors and implications associated 
with the historical and contemporary movements and settlements of people in various time 
locally, statewide, countrywide and worldwide. Student demonstrates this ability when student 
recognizes the causes, effects, processes and patterns of human movements, both chosen and forced. 
Student describes the impact of voluntary and involuntary migration on physical and human systems. 
 
 
6.12 HUMAN RIGHTS--Student identifies and evaluates the concept of human rights 
locally, statewide, countrywide, and worldwide. Student demonstrates this ability when student 
evaluates the impact of social choices on human rights and explains the importance to the individual 
and to society of personal rights.  



 

Rokeby Museum  Underground Railroad Teachers’ Packet 2006  38 

An essay for adults 

Telling It Like It Was: 
The Evolution of an Underground Railroad Historic Site 

 
Jane Williamson, Director of Rokeby Museum 

 
Rokeby Museum was designated a National Historic Landmark in 1997 for its considerable 
underground railroad history. Today, it is a 90-acre historic site; from 1793 to 1961, it was 
home to four generations of Robinsons, a remarkable family of Quaker farmers, abolitionists, 
artists, and authors. During the 1830s and 1840s, it was a prosperous sheep farm that 
provided refuge to many that had escaped from bondage. 
 
Rowland Thomas Robinson was born at Rokeby in 1796 shortly after his parents had 
emigrated to Vermont from Newport, Rhode Island. He and his wife Rachel Gilpin were 
devout Quakers, religious perfectionists, and radical abolitionists. Rowland and Rachel 
believed slavery was a sin to be opposed by every acceptable means, and that included 
offering work and shelter to enslaved African Americans who sought freedom in the North.  
 
Luckily for us, the Robinsons were also a bunch of pack rats who saved everything. Literally 
thousands of letters and other documents span the generations and tell us what the 
abolitionist Robinsons believed, how they put their beliefs into action, and how their efforts 
were remembered by their children and grandchildren. And eventually, by all the rest of us. 
 
Let me start with a document created decades after the underground railroad had ceased to 
operate. In 1896, Wilbur H. Siebert sent this questionnaire to the descendents of Rowland 
Thomas and Rachel Robinson. Siebert was a young professor of history at Ohio State 
University, who used this modern and rather novel approach to gather data for his magnum 
opus on the underground railroad, published in 1898. The abolitionist Robinsons had been 
dead for 20 years and more when Siebert sent this request, so it was answered by their son, 
Rowland Evans Robinson, who was then 63 years old himself.  
 
Rowland Evans Robinson was a naturalist and an author, temperamentally the opposite of his 
parents, and he had little interest in their causes. Nevertheless, he took this opportunity to 
record their work seriously. His lengthy reply was clear, thoughtful, and to the point. 
Although he had been a child during the 1830s and 1840s, his detailed recollections ring true. 
He recalled “seeing four fugitives at a time in my father’s house and quite often one or two 
harboring there.” His memory of the four was still vivid because one “carried the first pistols 
I ever saw and the other the first bowie knife.” As you read this letter, Robinson’s effort to 
remember and record his experience as clearly as possible is almost palpable. He says 
nothing of concealing fugitives at Rokeby and mentions that they sometimes stayed for 
months, working on the farm.  
 
Siebert was to return to this subject forty years later, and he contacted the Robinsons again in 
1935, for his book on the underground railroad in Vermont. Now yet another generation 
removed, this request was answered by the abolitionist’s grandson and namesake. His 
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response is brief, but contains an important piece of information in the last line. It says, “You 
can get the book Out of Bondage in your local library.” 
  
Published in 1905, Out of Bondage included some dozen or so stories by Rowland Evans 
Robinson, who was a successful and popular author. He clearly understood the fiction market 
of the time and during the last few years of his life, penned several stories in which ailing or 
otherwise compromised runaways in hiding with Quaker families were discovered and 
eluded capture only through the humanitarian and clever efforts of their Yankee benefactors.  
 
Siebert had obviously gone to his library and borrowed a copy of Out of Bondage, for these 
stories are related in some detail in his Vermont book. But he presented them as fact, 
explaining that Robinson “had actually heard most of the anecdotes he wrote and published, 
but he made use of fictitious names for his characters.” Siebert no doubt believed this, but he 
offered no evidence of it, and there is none in the historical record. 
 
Although written at about the same time, Robinson’s underground railroad stories and his 
letter to Siebert paint strikingly different pictures. Rowland Evans Robinson died in 1900, 
shortly after these stories appeared. And as his generation passed on, his stories were what 
remained to inform future generations of Vermonters. And inform us, they have. The 
underground railroad is one of the most familiar and popular themes in our history. In a 
nation with soaring rates of historical illiteracy, there isn’t a school child, grandparent, or 
baby boomer who doesn’t know some version of this story. How fugitive slaves took off 
under cover of darkness and found freedom in Canada guided by the North Star and aided by 
sympathetic white northerners. These popular stories are full of daring and altruism and also 
full of hidden doors, loose floorboards, and attic hideaways. And that is what visitors to 
Rokeby come seeking. 
 
Until the mid-1980s, that is what they found. Visitors were conducted to a small chamber in 
the oldest part of the house, dubbed the “Rokeby slave room” in the early years of the 
twentieth century. Let’s look at that 1935 letter to Siebert from the last Robinson. It says, “In 
a chamber of this house, there was in one corner, a built out clothes press, which to persons 
not knowing the secret looked innocent enough, but to we uns the back opened into a room 
beyond, where the slave was kept and where a slave was hiding once when the house was 
searched by the slave’s master and the County sheriff.” 
 
Like other underground railroad stories, and they abound, this one was very widely known 
and much loved, despite its patent absurdity. The room he mentions is one of two spaces in 
the second floor of the oldest part of the house. The notion that blocking its door with a 
clothes press could make this room disappear—a room that occupies fully one-third of the 
second floor area and contains three windows and a dormer, no less—represents the triumph 
of wishful thinking over reason. 
 
This view of the underground railroad at Rokeby changed dramatically when staff and 
volunteers began to plumb the Museum’s phenomenal correspondence collection in the late 
1980s. More than 15,000 letters spanning the decades from 1760 to 1960 document the site 
and the family and inform all of our interpretation. Letters to and from Rowland Thomas and 
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Rachel Gilpin Robinson from the 1830s and 1840s are full of abolition, nonresistance, the 
evils of slavery, and the necessity of taking action. Several document formerly enslaved 
African Americans in some detail and introduce us to Simon, Jesse, John and Martha 
Williams, Jeremiah Snowden, and unnamed others. These letters dictate a new interpretation 
of the site and a fresh understanding of how the underground railroad operated in Vermont. 
 
Let’s look at a few. Letters from abolitionists Oliver Johnson and Charles Marriott tell a new, 
but remarkably consistent story. First, these letters make clear that Vermont was truly a safe 
haven for those who had escaped from bondage. Oliver Johnson wrote from western 
Pennsylvania, where he was traveling as an antislavery lecturer, in 1837. He explained that, 
being so near Maryland, the area “had at all times no small number of runaway slaves, but 
they are generally caught unless they proceed further north.” Johnson wrote on behalf of one 
of those runaways, Simon. He said that Simon had “intended going to Canada in the spring, 
but says he would prefer to stay in the U.S. if he could be safe. I have no doubt he will be 
perfectly safe with you.”  
 
Charles Marriott thought it best to send John and Martha Williams further north, “either to 
you or to Canada.” Weighing the merits of Canada versus Vermont, he concluded, “If they 
can be taken in by thee, we should think them safer.” 
 
Among the most fascinating letters in the Rokeby collection are those exchanged in the 
spring of 1837 between Rowland Thomas Robinson and Ephraim Elliott, a slave owner in 
Perquimans County, North Carolina. Robinson wrote on behalf of Jesse to negotiate the cost 
of a freedom paper that was “the most anxious wish of his heart.” In doing so, of course, he 
revealed Jesse’s precise whereabouts. Surely this indicates just how confident Robinson must 
have been that Elliott would not take action.  
 
Just as revealing as Robinson’s letter is Elliott’s reply. He admitted that, “Jesse’s situation at 
this time places it in his power to give me what he thinks proper.” But he went on to name 
his price at $300, “which is not more than one-third what I could have had for him before he 
absconded if I had been disposed to sell him.” Robinson wrote to present a counteroffer. 
“Since leaving thy service he has by his industry and economy laid up $150 & he is willing 
to give the whole of this sum for his freedom … if Jesse was in possession of a larger sum he 
would freely offer it all for his freedom.” Robinson urged Elliott to accept Jesse’s offer, 
noting that “considering his present circumstances & location, it must be ackgd liberal.” 
Elliott conceded that “at this time [Jesse] is entirely out of my reach,” but held firm on his 
price nevertheless. Elliott is only one slave owner, but he clearly considered the prospect of 
reclaiming a fugitive slave from Vermont to be out of the question. 
 
The second clear and consistent message from these letters is that fugitive slaves needed 
work. Rokeby was a large and prosperous sheep farm and, with a small family, the 
Robinsons could always use another hired hand, so fugitives were sent to Rokeby for that 
reason. The Johnson and Marriott letters read like job references. Simon, according to Oliver 
Johnson, “appeared to me to be an honest, likely man … I was so well pleased with his 
appearance … that I could not help thinking he would be a good man for you to hire. Mr. 
Griffith says that he is very trustworthy, of a kind disposition, and knows how to do almost 
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all kinds of farm work. He is used to teaming, and is very good to manage horses. He says 
that he could beat any man in the neighborhood where he lived at mowing, cradling, or 
pitching.”  
 
Charles Marriott assured Robinson that John Williams was “a good chopper and farmer” and 
that his wife Martha was “useful and well conducted in the house.” And Jesse, of course, 
proposed to pay for his freedom paper with $150 he had saved while working on the farm, a 
sum that would have taken at least a year to accumulate.   
 
Discovering these letters was a museum curator’s dream—like finding a copy of the 
Declaration of Independence backing an old painting or a Gutenberg Bible in the attic. No 
doubt you can imagine how these letters have transformed our interpretation. Instead of 
stowing fugitives for a night on their way to Canada, the Robinsons welcomed Americans of 
color into their home, hired them to work on their farm, and provided a measure of safety and 
security in a hostile world. We know that bringing people to life is the key to bringing history 
to life for our visitors. In delving beyond the melodrama to the human story, we provide 
visitors with a much more complex and meaningful understanding of the real people 
involved in these easily sensationalized events. There are no secret rooms, no slave catchers, 
no subterfuges here; just individuals from vastly different circumstances who met—
incredibly enough—across boundaries of geography, race, law, class, and social convention. 
This is an interracial story of resistance and of refuge. A story of enslaved African Americans 
who resisted their own subjugation by risking everything in a run for freedom. And of 
privileged white Vermonters who also resisted the powerful institution of chattel slavery by 
offering refuge to those in flight from it. It is a story of justice and of hope, and one that we 
hope continues to inspire both in visitors today. 
 
I want to give the Robinson’s the last word. So let me read from one final letter. Rachel 
Gilpin Robinson penned this postscript to an absent family member in 1844. I think this 
passage hints at the personal concern and interaction that are at the heart of this story. 
 
“Oh, before I forget it, thee must be told that we have had two of the fugitive slaves who fled 
from bondage in a whale-boat, and were pursued by an American vessel of war! Noble work! 
They have gone on to Canada, for they were afraid to remain anywhere within our glorious 
republic lest the chain of servitude should again bind soul and limb. They tarried with [us] 
only one night & were very anxious to journey on to Victoria’s domain. Poor men! They left 
wives behind, and deeply did they appear to feel the separation: they felt it so keenly that one 
of them said he would not have come away, had he not supposed he could easily effect the 
escape of his wife also when he was once away. Both seemed very serious, as though grief 
sat heavy on their hearts.”  
 


