Rowland Thomas Robinson
(1796-1879)

he people of Vermont had
a strong tradition of oppo-
sition to the institution of
slavery.The state-outlawed slav-
ery in its 1777 constitution. And
Vermont passed personal liberty
s in 1843 that made it diffi-
ult, if not impossible, to cap-
ate fugitive slaves within its
boundaries. Combine that with
the state’s considerable geo-
raphic distance from southern
ve owners and -bounty

ters, and it is easy to see
-Vermont was such a safe

n for runaway slaves.

me particular Vermont family
ids out in its efforts to aid
iping slaves. The Robinson

ly operated a sheep farm at
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Rachel Gilpin Robinson
(1799-1862)

their home, Rokeby, in Ferris-
burgh, which is in the west cen-
tral part of the state. Rowland
Thomas Robinson and his wife,
Rachel Gilpin, were active aboli-
tionists who believed in the imme-
diate emancipation of slaves.
They boycotted goods associated
with slavery such as tobacco,
cotton, and sugar.

The Robinsons also were
Quakers. Their religious convic-
tions led them to oppose slavery
by any peaceful means. Rowland
was active in the Vermont Anti-
Slavery Society and served as its
executive committee chairman
when it was formed in 1834. He
also helped found the Ferrisburgh
Anti-Slavery Society.




A relatively small family, the
Robinsons needed extra hands -
to work their prosperous farm
in the 1830s and 1840s. This
was considered the golden
age of Vermont sheep farming.
Antislavery agents in the North-
east and fellow Quakers knew
Rowland could use help and
recommended he employ fugi-
tive slaves. New York Quaker
Charles Marriott suggested that
escaped slave John Williams
was “a good chopper and
farmer” and his wife, Martha,
was “useful...in the house.” His
friends and colleagues trusted
Rowland. Marriott believed, “If
[the slaves] could be taken in
by thee, we should think them
safer.”

The Robinsons were different
from many other white abolition-
ists. Theif beliefs, location, and
local farming economy allowed
them to not only protect runaway
slaves, but hire them as well. The
Robinsons taught the fugitives
how to read and write and helped
them start new lives as free men
and women. Rowland even nego-
tiated with North Carolina slave
owner Ephraim Elliot for the free-
dom of a fugitive named Jesse.
The Robinson home became an
important stop — and sometimes

a final destination — along the
Underground Railroad.

From Rokeby, fugitives coul
make their way farther north
They were driven at night to t
next station, which could be
close as a mile or as far away
as thirty miles or more. Often
the escapees were passed alo
to Quaker friends, such as
Joseph Rogers and Stephen
Stevens, and Quaker relativ
such as Nathan Hoag, Robin-
son’s brother-in-law. Some-
times, refugees would work fo
several months on the Hoag
farm in Charlotte, the next to
up from Ferrisburgh. The Ho:
family also was prominent in
the community.

Born in 1833, Rowland E.
Robinson was the youngest of
Robinson children. He recalled
“seeing four fugitives at a time i
my father’s house.” The family’s
participation in Underground
Railroad activities helped shape
young Robinson. As an adult,
Rowland wrote several stories
about the Underground Railroad
in which the Yankees outsmarted
the slave catchers.

After 1850, fugitive traffic at |
Rokeby began to decline. The
elder Robinson dealt with finan-
cial troubles on the farm as the
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price of wool dropped.' However,
he never stopped working in
behalf of the slaves. In fact, after
the Civil War ended, he wrote a
letter.-to the quartermaster gen-
eral in Washington, D.C., offering
shelter and jobs for “free men of
color.”

Today, the Robinson farm
stands as a testament to its role
in the Underground Railroad
movement. It is home to the

Rokeby Museum, a National
Historic Landmark. The museum
maintains a collection of more
than ten thousand family letters
and hundreds_of manuscripts,
printed documents, diaries, and
account books. For more infor-
mation, visit the museum’s Web
site at www.rokeby.org. 'if
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LEFT: A broadside announces an
antislavery meeting organized by
Robinson. Abolitionist Frederick
Douglass was among the featured
speakers. BELOW: This addition to the
Robinson house was built in 1814. Many
escaped slaves were welcomed to the
home in the 1830s and 1840s.







