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Jesse's Story

OVERVIEW

This lesson introduces students to Jesse, one of the two fugitive slaves sheltered at Rokeby who are featured in Free
& Safe: The Underground Railroad in Vermont, and to the Elliott family of North Carolina, who claimed Jesse as a
slave. Students will examine documents that tell us about Jesse’s life in slavery and will learn how historians use such

documents to understand the past. Your students will see these documents again when you tour Free & Safe.

DOCUMENTS
m Division of the Negroes of Joseph Elliott, January 10, 1828
m Work Record, 1831
m 1831 Taxable, Perquimans County, North Carolina
m 1836 Taxable, Perquimans County, North Carolina

The documents are high-resolution scans of public records from the North Carolina State Archives.You can share
them with your students on the computer, which will allow you to zoom in and read them. Or you can project

them, which may be easier for a class presentation.

BACKGROUND

Joseph Elliott and his family lived in Perquimans County, North Carolina, where he owned 267 acres of land and
13 slaves in the early 1820s. Joseph Elliott died unexpectedly in 1824, leaving a widow and 7 young children but
no will. His estate was divided up among his heirs according to the law and practice of the time. The slaves were
divided into lots, and the names of each were written on slips of paper and dropped into a receptacle. The Elliott
children each drew out one of the slips, and the slaves whose names were on that paper were hired out to work for
that child’s support. Jesse was assigned to a lot with “Old Luke’s wife Cherry,” and their lot was drawn by young
Ephraim Elliott.

The 1831 work record shows that Jesse was hired out to Stephen Elliott, a relative who lived nearby. You
will note that the estate record refers to “boy Jesse” and the 1831 document says “man Jesse.” Slaves were valued
according to their ability to undertake hard labor, so age was an important distinction. Children younger than 12
and those too old to work were not taxed as property and cost less to buy than strong, capable adults.

The North Carolina list of “taxables” records property owned—Iland, slaves, and horses—for determining the
tax owed. The taxables are similar to Vermont’s grand lists. You may want to copy one from your town clerk’s office
for your students to compare. The list for 1831 shows that Ephraim Elliott had 75 acres of land valued at $150 and
one white and one black “poll.” A poll was an able-bodied worker subject to tax; black polls were almost always

slaves. Ephraim was the white poll and Jesse the black.
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JESSE’S STORY

Jesse is one of two fugitive slaves your students will meet when they tour Free & Safe: The Underground Railroad in
Vermont. Jesse escaped from North Carolina and lived and worked at Rokeby for at least a year. He saved his wages
in order to buy his freedom legally.

Present the documents to your students in chronological order to follow Jesse through his life. You may want to
create a timeline on the board as you examine the documents. Discuss what each document means and what it tells
us about the Elliott family and Jesse. Try to estimate Jesse’s age at each step.

Pay close attention to the 1831 and 1836 taxable lists. Ephraim Elliott (“of Jos”) came of age in 1831 and is
listed in the taxables that year for the first time. He inherited 75 acres of land and one slave, Jesse. Now, have your
students find Ephraim Elliott on the 1836 taxable and look at it closely. What’s diftferent from the 1831 list? What
does it mean?

Following are two passages from published fugitive slave narratives, by Moses Grandy and Moses Roper,
both of whom escaped from North Carolina. Discuss with your students and ask them to note the similarities to

Jesse’s story.

Moses Grandy (Narrative of the Life of Moses Grandy, Late a Slave in the United States of America
[Boston: Oliver Johnson, 1844])

My young master and I used to play together; there was but two days difference in our ages. My old master
always said he would give me to him. When he died, all the colored people were divided amongst his
children, and T fell to young master; his name was James Grandy. I was then about eight years old. When I
became old enough to be taken away from my mother and put to field-work, I was hired out for the year,
by auction, at the Court House, every January; this is the common practice with respect to slaves belonging

to persons who are under age. This continued till my master and myself were twenty-one years old.

Moses Roper (A Narrative of the Adventures and Escape of Moses Roper, from American Slavery
[Philadelphia: Merrihew and Gunn, 1838])

The way they divide their slaves is this: they write the names of different slaves on a small piece of paper,
and put it into a box, and let them all draw. I think that Mr. Durham drew my mother, and Mr. Fowler
drew me, so we were separated a considerable distance. I cannot say how far.
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Division of the Negroes of Joseph Elliott, January 10, 1828
(1 of 2)
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Work Record, 1831
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1831 Taxable, Perquimans County, North Carolina
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1836 Taxable, Perquimans County, North Carolina




