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Just off US Route 7, the major nort h -
south art e ry on the west side of
Ve rm o n t ’s Green Mountains, midway
between Burlington and Middlebury,

sits Rokeby Museum.1 P e rched on a gentle rise,
the imposing Federal Style house looks over the
Champlain Valley to the Adirondacks beyond.
Behind the house and sheltered by it is an intact
1 9 t h - c e n t u ry farm y a rd with eight agricultural out-
buildings and associated stru c t u res. An open field
and acres of former orc h a rd and pasture stre t c h
east to the hills. It was here that the Robinsons, a
remarkable family of Quakers, settled in the early
days of Ve rmont statehood, pro s p e red during
Ve rm o n t ’s”golden age” of sheep farming, and,
u l t i m a t e l y, suff e red economic decline in the mid-
20th century. This pro s p e rous farm was owned
by Rowland Thomas Robinson and worked by
him and many hired hands, some of them African
Americans escaped from bondage.

Robinson was “pro g ressive” in both his
f a rming practices and his social views. An outspo-
ken Garrisonian abolitionist, he was a founder of
both the Ve rmont and Ferr i s b u rgh Anti-Slavery
Societies, a regular reader of The Liberator, and a
p a rticipant in the Underg round Railro a d .
Robinson was a devout Quaker and a highly
respected elder of his Meeting; his antislavery atti-
tudes and activities were informed by his re l i g i o u s
v i e w s .

In the decades after the Civil Wa r, his chil-
d ren and especially his grandchildren passed on
stories of the fugitive slaves at Rokeby. These sto-
ries, primarily oral,2 reflected the pre v a i l i n g
mythology of the Underg round Railroad: fugitives
at Rokeby were in flight, they were hidden in the
east chamber or “Rokeby Slave Room,” the entire
enterprise was laden with risk and cloaked in
s e c re c y. When the site became a museum, this
oral tradition was integrated into house tours and
all programming. In the mid-1980s, this interpre t a-
tion came into question when re s e a rch into family
documents began to suggest a very diff e rent story.

Rokeby has incredibly rich paper documen-
tation in the form of family letters (10,000+) as
well as account books, diaries, receipts, and other
re c o rds. Seven letters in the Rokeby collection, to
and from Rowland T. Robinson, make specific re f-
e rence to fugitive slaves. From these letters, as
well as other sources, we have pieced together a

p i c t u re of fugitive slaves living and working on the
Rokeby farm in relative safety.

The farm operation at Rokeby was at its
height during these years, and the Robinsons had
quite small families, so the need for hired hands
was probably constant. It is this need and the re l a-
tive safety of Ve rmont—that brought Rokeby to
mind as a potential home for certain fugitives.
Johnson and Beale both tell us that Ve rmont is
safe, but that fact is implicit in the proposal that
Simon and Jeremiah will work on the farm, some-
thing that cannot be done in secre t .

In 1837, Robinson wrote to Ephram Elliott, a
slave owner in Perquimans County, Nort h
C a rolina, on behalf of Jesse, a fugitive living at
R o k e b y. Jesse wanted to purchase a fre e d o m
p a p e r, and Robinson wrote to negotiate the price.
In his re p l y, Elliott admitted that Jesse’s “situation
at this time places it in his power to give me what
he thinks pro p e r...as he at this time is entirely out
of my re a c h . ”3 (Elliott held firm in his request for
$300, a sum beyond Jesse’s means.) Elliott clearly
states that Jesse is beyond the reach of the bounty
h u n t e r, Robinson would certainly not have under-
taken it if he thought it would put Jesse at risk.

Robinson knew that Ve rm o n t ’s Constitution
of 1777 outlawed slavery outright—the first state
constitution to do so. And, in case there was any
doubt about its intentions, the state legislature
announced in 1786 that attempts to transport fugi-
tives out of the state would be “in open violation
of the laws of the land.”4 Always ready to confro n t
the federal government, Ve rmont passed a variety
of personal liberty laws in response to the Fugitive
Slave Laws of 1793 and 1850. These made re c a p-
t u re of fugitives on Ve rmont soil extremely diff i-
cult, if not impossible, in the few cases that
a ro s e .5

Ve rm o n t ’s proximity to Canada and distance
f rom the slave states was a powerful deterrent to
bounty hunters. The sheer distance to be trav-
elled—coupled with the possibility of failure —
meant few slave catchers found their way to the
G reen Mountain state. Although re s e a rch on
Ve rm o n t ’s Underg round Railroad is still being con-
d u c t e d ,6 the evidence indicates that fugitives were
r a rely pursued inside Ve rm o n t ’s bord e r s .

Also important was Ve rm o n t ’s infre q u e n t
economic, familial, or other ties to either slavery
or the slave states. David Ludlum says that, “Of all
the nort h e a s t e rn states Ve rmont was {least} suited
for the employment of slave labor...An area of
small farms, little capital, and hard winters, it
could fit none but freemen into its economy. There
a rose, there f o re, no vested interest to come to the
defense of the’ peculiar institution’ when subjected
to attack by abolitionists after 1830.”7
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S l a v e ry was subject to increasing attack by
Ve rmont abolitionists in the 1830s and 1840s.
Ve rmont formed the first state auxiliary of the
American Anti-Slavery Society, with the help of
Rowland T. Robinson, and by 1837 had more local
societies—89—than any other New England state,
despite its relatively smaller population.8

This interpretation of the Underg ro u n d
R a i l road at Rokeby—and, by extension,
Ve rmont—is not what visitor expect. For many, the
romance of the Railroad is inextricably tied to
notions of danger and secre c y. At Rokeby we have
come to see the Robinson’s contribution in a new
light. Rather than providing mere shelter for a
night, Rowland and Rachel Robinson took form e r
slaves into their home, gave them employment on
the farm, taught them to read and write, and gave
them the chance to start life anew. Fugitive slaves
escaped with little more than their own courage
and determination; at some point they had to stop
running and begin new lives as free men and
women. This was the opportunity off e red by the
Robinsons and Rokeby.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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The arm o ry engine house, which
later became known as the John
B rown Fort, is the stru c t u re in
which Brown and his men took

refuge during their failed attempt to capture
Harpers Ferry. While John Bro w n ’s raid failed,
his eff o rts were re v e red by abolitionists and he
became a martyr in the fight against slavery. 

To d a y, the John Brown fort is a well pre-
s e rved stru c t u re that sits in the heart of Harpers
F e rry National Historical Park. It is well situated
in the landscape and it can easily be seen by visi-
tors who enter the downtown district of the park.
Its placement seems intentional, positioned in the
midst of a monumental landscape. Without know-
ing the stru c t u re ’s history one can easily believe
that its appearance and symbolic meaning is time-
less, rooted in the abolitionist cause for equal

rights. But this is not necessarily the case. The
s t ru c t u re was not always re v e red by the majority
of Americans. It has taken refuge at several oases
in its 150-year existence, for display and for re v e r-
ence, only to be moved again. 

After the Civil Wa r, the stru c t u re stood
neglected on the abandoned arm o ry grounds in
Harpers Ferry. It was transformed into a major
tourist attraction, as visiting Civil War sites
became a major American leisure time activity
beginning in the late 19th century. In 1892, the
f o rt ’s owner sold it to the John Brown Fort
Company for display near the Chicago exposition.
The exhibit opened with only 10 days left in the
exposition. With only 10 paid admissions at 50
cents a piece, the company lost about $60,000 on
this venture. The John Brown Fort Company
d e s e rted the stru c t u re .1

Paul A . S h a c ke l

The John Brown Fo rt
African-Americans’ Civil War Monument 


